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Robot ech: Met anor phosi s
Book 11 in the Robotech Series
Copyri ght 1987 by Jack MKi nney

CHAPTER ONE

How coul d so many of the principals in this vast struggle be so blind to the reason that one

pl anet was at the center of it all? That is a secret we shall never know.

On blighted Earth, arguably the nost warlike planet in the Universe, the Flower of Life had taken
root |ike nowhere el se before-except for Optera (which may or may not have been its world of
origin). And in so doing, it set the stage for Act Ill of the Robotech Wars.

And yet, inventively oblivious, Invid and Hunan alike attributed that to the vagaries of a plant.
Zeus Bell ow, The Road to Refl ex Point

Never has the Flower of Life wought nore strangely! it occurred yet again to the Regis, enpress/
nmot her of the Invid species. Earth, your fate is wedded to ours now

How strange it was that Zor had chosen Earth, she thought, as she poised there in the
center of the stupendous nega-hive know as Reflex Point. O, nore aptly, how well he had chosen by
sendi ng his dinmensional fortress to the planet so long ago. O all the worlds that circled stars,
what had made hi m pick this one? The thought of Zor nmade her seethe with a passion that had | ong
since turned to austere hatred.

Did he know that Earth would prove so fantastically fertile for the Flowers of Life, a
garden second only to the Invid race's native Optera in its receptivity to the Flowers? It was
true that Protoculture could bestow powers of the mind, but even so, what had drawn Zor's
attention across the endless-light years to the insignificant blue-white gl obe?

But Zor's decision didn't matter now. Al that was inportant was that the Invid had
finally found a world where the all-inportant Flower thrived. At long last, they had conquered
their New Optera.

O course, there was an indi genous speci es-the Hunan race-but they did not present any
problem The first onslaught of the Invid had |eft Human civilization in ruins; the aliens used
many of the survivors to farmthe Flower of Life.

A few Humans cowered in and around the shattered remains of their cities or prow ed the
wast el ands, preying on one another and dreadi ng the nonment when the Invid would finish the job.
The only use in letting the Honp sapiens survive a little while longer was to use themto further
the Invid master plan.

Then the Humans woul d be sent into oblivion forever. There was no roomfor themon Earth
anynore. And fromwhat the Regis knew of the Human race's history, their absence would inprove the
uni verse as a whol e.

And it would be done. After all, the last of the Regis's real enenies were dead. There was
no one to oppose the m ght of the undefeated and renorsel ess |nvid.

The Al pha Fighter bucked but cut a clean line through the air, its drives flaring bl ue.

W ckedly fast, heavily arned, and hugging the ground, it arrowed toward the snowcapped nountai ns.

Li eutenant Scott Bernard eased back on his HOTAS-the Hands-on-Throttl e-and-Stick controls.
Wth so nuch power at his disposal, it was tenpting to go for speed, to exercise the comand of
the sky that seened |ike the Robotech fighter's birthright, and his own.

One reason not to speed on ahead was that there were others below, followi ng along in
surface vehicles-his team nenbers. It would take them days, perhaps weeks, to cover nountain
terrain he could cross in a few mnutes. And he didn't dare | eave themtoo far behind; his Al pha
was the team s main edge against Invid hunter/killer patrols. The Al pha slowed until it was at
near-stalling speed, its thrusters holding it aloft.

Anot her reason not to give in to the inmpulse to roar triunphantly across heaven was the
fact that Humans didn't own the sky anynore.

He opened his helmet mke. "This is Al pha One to Scout Reconnai ssance."

A young mal e voi ce cane back over the tac net, wy and a bit inpatient. "I hear you
Scott. What's on your nind?"

Scott controlled his tenper. No point in another argunent wi th Rand about proper conmo
procedure, at |east not now.

“I'"'mabout ten miles ahead of you
mount ai ns before nightfall. |I'mturning back; we'll rendezvous and set up canp.

He | ooked wistfully toward the nmountains. There was so far to go, such a long, perilous

Scott answered. "We'll never be able to neke those
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journey, between here and Reflex Point. And what would be waiting there? The battle for Earth
itself, the showdown of the Robotech Wars. The destruction of the greatest stronghold of the Invid
real m

But this group of oddly net guerrillas and a stranded Mars Division fighter pilot were not
the Earth's sole saviors. Scott hadn't let his new conpanions in on it, but Humanity had a much
nmore form dabl e ace-in-the-hole than them And soon, soon...the denonic Invid would be swept away
bef ore a purging storm of Robot echnol ogy.

He increased speed and took the Al pha through a bank, watchful for any sign of Invid war
mecha that m ght have detected the fighter's Protoculture em ssions. The fighter conplained a bit;
he woul d have to give its systens a thorough going-over with Lunk, the band's tech straw boss.

Scott was less proficient at flying in atnosphere than he woul d have |iked. He had grown
up on the SDF-3 expedition, and nost of his piloting had been done in vacuum There was an
i nef fabl e beauty, a rightness, to flying in Earth's atnosphere, but there were also hidden
dangers, especially for a conbat flier.

Still, he didn't conplain. Things were going better than he had expected. At |east the
suppli es of ordnance and Protoculture Scott's teamhad lifted fromthe supply depot of the
turncoat Col onel WIff would last themfor a while.

Now al | they needed was sone |uck. Somewhere, Scott's Mars Division conrades were getting
ready for the assault. Telenetry had told himthat a good part of the Mars Division had survived
the orbital conbat action and planetary approach in which his squadron had been shot to pieces,
|l eaving himthe only survivor. Scott still lived with the sights and sounds of those few horrible
m nutes, as he lived with nenories even nore difficult to endure.

Ref |l ex Point waited. There the Invid would be repaid a nillionfold-an eye for an eye.

From hi gh overhead, Reflex Point resenbled a nonstrous spiderweb pattern. The joining
lines, glowing yellowred as though they were canals of lava, were formed by Protoculture conduits
and systenry. The accessways were travel ed by mecha and by the Regis's other servants.

At the center was the enornous Hi ve Nucl eus that was Reflex Point proper. It was a gl owi ng
hemi sphere with a biological look to it, and a strange foam of bubblelike objects around its base
like a concentric wave conming in fromall sides. The Nucleus was nore than twelve mles in
diameter. To Human eyes it mght have resenbl ed a super-hi gh-speed photograph of the first instant
of an expl odi ng hydrogen bonb.

At the various junctures were the | esser dones and instrunentality nodes, though sone of
those were two niles across.

Deep within Reflex Point, at its center, was a gl obe of pure Protoculture instrunentality.
Thi s veined bronze sphere, with darker shadows noving and Shaping within it, responded to the wll
of the Regis. A bolt of blazing Iight broke fromthe dark vastness overhead, to create an enornous
Protocul ture bonfire.

The Regi s spoke and her "children", half the Invid race, |listened; there was so nmuch to
tell them Wth the incredible profusion of Flowers of Life that the Earth had provided, the
Regi s's children had increased in nunber, and the newly qui ckened drone zygotes nust be instructed
in their destiny. Fromw thin the huge globe, her will reached forth to mani pul ate the | eaping
Protoculture flanmes. "The living creatures of this world have evolved into a truly amazing variety
of types and subtypes.”

I mages forned in the flanes: spider, platypus, swan, rat, Human fermale. "Many of these are
hi ghly specialized, but extrenely successful. Qthers are generalized and adaptabl e and nany of
t hose, too, are successful

"Earth is the place the Flower of Life has chosen, and that is a fact that brooks no
argunent. And so it is the place where the Invid, too, shall live forevernore. For this, we nust
find the ultimate life-formsuitable to our existence here and assune that form"

Al'l across her planetary domain, the Invid stopped to listen. A few could renenber the
days | ong ago on Optera, before Zor, when the Invid lived contented and joyous |lives. O her
younger Invid had access to those days, too, through the racial nenory that was a part of the
Regi s's power.

On Optera, by ingesting the Flowers of Life, the Invid had experinented with self-
transformation, and with explorations in auto-evolution that were part experinment, part religious
rite. And, with the power of the Protoculture and its Shapings, they strove to peer beyond the
present and the visible, into the secrets of the universe-into transcendent planes of existence.

Those days were gone, though they would cone again when the Flowers covered the New Optera-
Earth. For the nonent though, evolution would be determnined and enacted by the Regis.

“In order to select the ultimate form the formwe will assune for our life here, we are
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utilizing Genesis Pits for our experinments in bioengineering, as we did on Praxis."

More shadows forned in the otherworldly bonfire.

"W have cloned creatures fromall significant eras of this planet's history and are
studyi ng them for useful traits at |locations all across the globe. W will also study their
interaction with the once-doni nant species, Honp sapiens."

Her di senbodi ed voice rose, ringing |like an anthem stirring Invid on every rung of her
speci es' devel opnmental |adder, fromthe crudest anpeboid drone ganete to her npbst evol ved
Enf or cer.

"Long ago, the Invid nade the great m stake of believing alien lies; of believing in
trust, of taking part in-" Her voice faltered a little; this final sin had been the Regis's al one.

“I'n | ove."

And the | ove Zor had drawn from her had been nmirrored by her nale nate, the Regent, as
psychotic hatred and | oathing. This had caused the Regent to fling hinself-purposely and
perversel y-down and down a de-evol utionary path to nonstrousness and m ndl essness, to utter
anor phous prineval wath. But the other half of the Invid species, his children, worshipped him
nonet hel ess.

The Regis steeled herself. Her mnd-voice rang out again.

"But we have paid for those failures for an age! For an age of wandering, warfare, death,
and privation! And once we have discovered the Utinate Form appropriate to this planet, we shall
assune that form and we will secure our endl ess new supply of the Flower of Life. Qur race wll
beconme the suprene power it was neant to be!™

But she shi el ded fromher universe of children the m sgiving that was never far from her
t houghts. Here on Earth-the planet the Flower itself had chosen-the once-doninant life formwas
cast in the imge of Zor.

And again the Regis felt herself fractured in a thousand ways, yet drawn in one direction
What affliction is nmore accursed than |ove?

Rand bent over the handl ebars of his Cylone conbat cycle as Annie yelled, her face pressed
cl ose so he could hear her over the mecha's roar, the passage of the wind, and the danpening
ef fect of his Robotech arnor.

"Look, there's Scott, at ten o'clock!"

Rand had al ready seen the hovering bl ue-and-white Al pha settling for a VIOL setdown. There
weren't many useful -size clearings in the thick forest in this region. Certainly, there was
nothing like a suitable airstrip for a conventional fighter craft within a hundred mles or nore.

The designers who had given the fighter Vertical Takeoff and Landing capability of course
knew how i nportant that would be in a tactical situation in a conventional war. But Rand soneti nes
wondered if they had foreseen how hel pful the VIOL would be to a pack of exhausted guerrillas who
were Earth's last conmtted fighting unit.

"I see 'im" Rand yelled back to Annie, rather than pointing out that he had been tracking
Scott both by eye and on the Cyc's display screen. Rand didn't like to admit it, but he had
devel oped a soft spot in his heart for the winsonme, infuriating bundle of adol escent energy who
had i nsisted on being a part of the team

Anni e had insisted on coming along with himon point, too. She was deternined to do her
share, take her risks, be considered an adult part of the team Rand saw that a | ot of her self-
esteemwas riding on the outcone and grunblingly adnmitted that he wouldn't mind some conpany.

Scott and the rest had given in, perhaps for the sane reason that they never questioned the pint-
size redhead' s outrageous claimthat she was all of sixteen

You coul d either accept Annie for her feisty self or risk shattering the brave persona she
had forged, with little help or support, to nmake her way in a dangerous, despair-maki ng world.

Now she banged Rand's arnmor. "Turn there, turn there!"

"Pillion-seat driver," Rand grow ed, but he turned down the gane path, the cycle rolling
slowy, honming in on Scott's signal. "W're about ten m nutes ahead of the others, Scott."
Scott's voice cane back over the tactical net. "Good. Still no sign of the Invid, but we

can run a sweep of the area before the others get here.”

None of themsaw it or registered it on their instrunents, but in the dimforest darkness,
massi ve ul tratech shapes noved-two-| egged, insectlike wal king battl eships.

Just like arnmored nonsters froma madnman' s ni ght mare.

CHAPTER TWD
Ch, great! We been shanghai ed aboard Charon's Ark!
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Remark attributed to Annie LaBelle by Scott Bernard

Fol l owi ng the path their scout team had taken, Lancer, Rook, and Lunk rode down the |ong,
dangerous road toward Reflex Point. Lancer was riding his Cyclone in the | ead, wearing full techno-
arnmor, the masculine, warlike side of his divided personality clearly present. He was sure and
confident, Rook Bartley thought to herself, a practiced mecha rider and a deadly warrior.

Rook, also in full Robotech panoply, had just caught up on her red-and-white Cyc, having
made sure that the teamwasn't being followed and it was safe to | eave the rear guard. She |et
Lancer hold the |lead, glancing over to nake sure all was well with Lunk

Things always seened to be well with the big, burly ex-soldier when he was on the road,
riding in his beloved all-terrain truck. Taking one look at Lunk, it was easy to junmp to the
conclusion that there wasn't nuch going on upstairs. His | ow forehead and the thick sideburns that
curled around and up under his eyes nmade himl ook like a com c-strip cavenman.

But anyone who had talked to him or |ooked closely into those soul ful eyes, or seen him
do the things Rook had seen himdo, understood why conventional w sdom counsels agai nst draw ng
qui ck concl usi ons.

As for Rook, she still found it strange to be riding with a gang again, even though Scott
insisted on calling it a team and everybody el se kept insisting that they had their own agenda
and that the alliance was tenporary. She still wasn't sure how she had teamed up with them It was

too easy to say that she had shared danger, hardship, triunph, and defeat with them she had done
that with others before. She kept |ooking toward the time when she could ride as a | oner once
agai n.

O course, there was Rand..

Screw Rand! she snarled to herself.

Fromtheir places in the shadows of the great trees, the Invid Shock Trooper necha kept
wat ch, maki ng sure the Humans were noving the right way. So far, the Troopers noted, these life-
forms hadn't needed any herding.

The |l ocation of the nearest CGenesis Pit was logical, situated along the easiest passageway
through the nountains. The Entrapments were well deployed; the routine specinen collection was
going well. The necha floated along quietly and slowy, their thrusters nuted as they awaited
their noment.

"Heads up, Annie!" Rand's voice sounded a bit tinny through his helnet's external speaker
"Scott's right on schedule, of course.”

O course; what else? Wuld Scott Bernard, the rul es-and-regs sole survivor of the
massacre of his squadron be even a few seconds of f?

Anni e | eaned out fromthe Cycl one and saw Scott's Al pha settling in the clearing. She
pulled the bill of her trademark baseball cap, with its huge enblemthat read E. T., |ower "Um
hmm "

She tried not to let her relief sound in her voice. Al though she had insisted on taking a
turn at riding point, she was much nore at ease riding next to Lunk in the truck (or APC, as Lunk
insisted on calling it, since it was Arnored and was indisputably a Carrier of Personnel). Annie
wasn't even arned. Weapons nade her a little queasy.

But now she didn't have, to worry, because everything was going well. The Al pha had
switched to Guardi an node for the VTOL | andi ng.

The cockpit canopy slid back. Scott, arnmored in Robotechnol ogy, stepped out, wal ked out to
the forward edge of the swing-wing's fixed glove, and hopped down.

Anni e | ooked around at the trees and the darkness they shed in the waning light, as Rand
pul l ed up next to Scott in a spray of sand and gravel, some of it rattling and hissing off Scott's
arnmor. "l guess this neans we're staying here, huh?" She was tough despite her age, but she had
done nmost of her surviving in settlenments and cities. The w |l ds unnerved her

Scott had gone around to the rear of the Guardian's portside |eg to open a hidden
conpartnent. "I'Il get ny Cyclone and we'll run a security sweep of the area before the others get
here. "

He pulled forth and activated the conpact package that turned into his Cyclone, unfolding
and reconfiguring. He thought about ordering Annie to wait in the cockpit of the fighter, but she
had a special gift for getting into trouble, and so he discarded the notion. "Let's go."

Scott and Rand sped away, following the dry streanbed, |ooking for an opportunity to | eave
it and nove cross-country. Scouts seldomlearn anything worth knowi ng on the main road, except
when it's too late.
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Acting as a scout for its unit just as Scott had done for his, an Invid Shock Trooper
closed in on its target.

Normal ly the Invid were slow to detect Hunmans unl ess the prey had been specifically
targeted, or there had been a sizable expenditure of Protoculture. This tinme, however, the Regis's
fearsone war machi nes had been sent to guard a specific area and herd specinens into the Genesis
Pit. The Hurmans had cone into their territory. By sone oversight, there were no specific orders of
any ki nd concerning Humans, and so the Troopers sinply evaluated, the interlopers as they woul d
any other life-form and decided they too would be wort hwhile subjects of experinentation

The Trooper kept its distance fromthe Humans, but some trick of the last filtering |ight
of sunset piercing the dense trees betrayed it. O perhaps Scott Bernard just had a feeling that
they were being foll owed.

Scott slid to a side-on stop, ready to trigger and i mage the change that would neld his

Cyclone and his arnmor into a Robotech killing machi ne. Rand stopped, too, Annie clinging close,
white-faced. "What's wong, Scott?" Rand's voice cane over the tac net.
Scott shook his head slowy. "I'msure | saw sonething noving. Back there."

But how could it be an Invid? Scout or Shock Trooper, their instant reaction was to
attack.

"Don't tell me we're being watched!" Annie snapped at Scott, her lower lip trenbling. "The
Invid can't be everywhere!" She tried to get her arnms all the way around Rand' s arnored
nm dsecti on.

Contrary to its genetic progranmm ng, the Shock Trooper drew back-in accordance with the
special instructions given to the sentinels of the Genesis Pits. Here were nore sanples from
present-day life-forms to interact with the Regis's replicated marvels.

And an Entrapnrent intake waited near

"Cal mdown, Mnt," Scott was saying in that strangely rel axed tone he took on when ot her
peopl €' s neck hair was standing on end. He had used Annie's team nicknane-"Mnt," from her ongoi ng
affair with pepperm nt candy-to cal m her.

"W've got to make sure the area's safe before the others get here. O d'you want to see
themride into an anbush? No? Good. Rand, stay close. And cover nme on the left."

The Cycs noved out, Protocul ture engi nes gunning.

The Trooper floated back, alnost delicately, close to the ground but |eaving no print. As
it circled it left its prey a clear path. Al through this area, the Entrapnents, a living part of
the Genesis Pits, were growing in profusion, waiting to gul p down speci nens.

Scott suddenly wondered if they should pull back; if he should send Annie and Rand
hurrying for safety and cover their retreat with a barrage of Cyclone firepower.

But he realized that he and his conpani ons had been led off to one side. Time had passed
and Rook, Lancer, and Lunk were already near. It would be better to warn themfirst and then
careful ly w thdraw.

He couldn't raise the other three over the tactical communication net, though, and
couldn't tell if it was his position anong the terrain features or whether the Invid were janm ng
the system He spied a spot of high ground ahead and headed towards it, hoping for a clear commp
l'ink.

Then a shadow seened to nove across the hilltop-a shadow nmuch | arger than a bear or
anything el se that wal ked Earth's surface. It was going the other way, apparently oblivious to the
scout s-heading for a point that would intersect Lancer and the others.

Ambush! Scott had no doubt. He revved his superbi ke, giving Rand a hand signal so that the
Invid could not intercept a transm ssion. The sand felt a little treacherous, but that didn't
matter under the circunstances, the two Cycs were fully armed, and for once, it seemed, the team
had caught the Invid necha with their iron trousers at hal f-nast.

He was about to order Rand to drop Annie off where she could take cover, then follow him
on a stealthy approach-for-attack. But just then the ground opened up

Al'l Scott could see was that a flap of thick, brown-mauve stuff-like a flap of canvas
twenty yards wi de and seven yards thick-had been drawn back. It was thickly edged with |long purple
hairs, or perhaps they were feelers because in that horrible instant Scott could see that they
were nmoving in different directions.

It seened as though a nonster's nouth had opened up in the Earth, ready to swall ow t hem
But al t hough Rand was extrenely frightened and di sgusted, he knew what this was. A pit! d dest
trap of "emall!

The Entrapnent's nouth was gruesone, bending inward at all four midspans rather than from
t he corners.
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Al'l thoughts of proper commo procedure faded |ike dew in the sunshine, and all Scott and
Rand coul d hear over the tac net were one another's terrified hows; all they could hear over
their external pickups was Annie's scream

We're not fated to win after all, it occurred to Scott, as the Cyclones spun down into a
deep, dark shaft that gleaned wetly like a gullet. The Cyc riders kept their seats by sheer
instinct; Annie clutched Rand's waist. They, fell into blackness, and what little |ight they had
was cut off as the quadripartite Entrapnent flaps above them cl osed serenely.

"Switch to Battle Arnor!" Scott hollered, too loudly, over the tac net. He operated the
gross hand controls on the Cyc, but nore inportantly, inaged the transition through the receptors
in his helnmet. He knew Rand woul d be doing the sane. But just then Rand felt Annie | ose her grip
and drift free in the powerful air currents of the pit.

Mechanor phosis. That was the name Dr. Enmil| Lang had given these transitions so |ong ago
even before the start of the First War-that techno-origam shifting of shape.

One nonent, there were two young nmen in arnor tunbling through the nmoaning air currents of
the Entrapnent, and the next, there was sonething going on

An onl ooker m ght have thought that the Cycs were | eukocytes destroying their riders,
sliding up around them Cycl one conponents neshing with arnor conponents. The nmachi nes broke down
into subunits to slide into their appointed places around the arnor, as certain mcroorgani sms
nm ght whip some critical hurt on certain other m croorganisns.

The Cycs' tires were up high and out of the way on the Cycloners' backs, allow ng them
free play and unlimted fields of fire with their Robotech weapons. But even the thrusters in
their suits didn't hel p them agai nst the enornmous vacuumthat drew them down. There was no way
back up.

Their arnor flared anyway, to cushion the fall, and then sonehow Rand heard a snall
plaintive cry and realized that not everybody was protected.
"Hold still, Annie!"

It was a precision catch, possible only through Robotechnol ogy. They were falling very
fast, and sinply rocketing arnored arns under her would have only served to break the sweet,
| oudmout hed, red-haired soul of the teaminto three or-nore |ikely-nore pieces.

But as it was, Rand matched velocities and nade the save.

He opened his hel met, carel ess of what m ght happen to him hol ding Annie cl ose-her pale
face against his so that she could breathe the air his suit was punping up in an effort to keep
positive pressure.

Her small fingers noved, clasping the Iip of his helnet's chinguard...then she was still,
t hough she kept breathing. Rand hugged her to him shielding her as nuch as he could. Neither
Rand's arnmor's thrusters nor Scott's could stop their fall; whatever was pulling themdown, it was
nmore than just gravity and air currents. Scott wasn't even sure they were being drawn straight
downwar d.

Rand, who was falling head first, was first to see it. "Scott! Look down there at that red
glow com ng right at us! Maybe there's a bottomfloor after all!"

A lighted area on the shaft's floor? A |ava pool? The light down there seenmed to shift and
waver, but it had the glow of extreme heat.

"Alot of good that'll do us if we go splat! Hit your burners!"

Rand and Scott simnultaneously hit their burners, while Annie npaned and cried. But the
retrothrusters did no good, and in another nonment they plunged into the hellish fire.

CHAPTER THREE

Kraneberg, an oldtinme historian of (North) Anerican technol ogy, once said-in the formof a First
Law "Technol ogy is neither positive, negative, nor neutral."

Indeed. It is all three.

And omi present.

Scott Bernard's notes

"Huh?"

Scott was ammzed that he wasn't being boiled alive. |Instead, orange-yellow |light played
all around him Annie, and Rand, reflecting off their arnmor and hel net facebow s.

The light seemed alive, moving like withing eels. It seened to knot together in places
with its ends exposed, like twists in snarled barbed wire. El sewhere it had settled into |ayers,
like the colors in a sunset. The radi ance brightened, envel opi ng them

Their facebowl s polarized to shield them while poor little Annie squeezed her eyes shut
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and buried her head against Rand's arnored chest. Scott checked his instrunents, but the sensors

were not working. "I, | think we're in sonme kind of energy field."
"Unbel i evabl e," Rand breathed. Then all at once the light was above them and they were
pl unmeting through utter blackness-or so it seenmed, their facebow s still darkened. "W went

straight through it! Are we near the bottonf"

"Y' got ne," Scott said, straining to see as his facebow slowy depolarized. The place
| ooked pitch black. The idea of a jagged rock floor racing up at themfilled himwith a cold
despair.

"Emergency power to retros-
with a trenendous spl ash.

he was saying, just as the Cyclone warriors hit the water

The first thing that Scott knew when he cane to was that he had a nonstrous headache. The
next thing was that his eyes wouldn't focus properly, even taking into account the fact that he
was trying to see through a hel met facebow . He realized that he was spraw ed out on his stonmach
Before him he saw his Cyclone arnor's gauntl et-hand.

He groaned, trying to flex his fingers. They barely noved. He saw that he was |ying
on...on soil. Dirt.

He tried to see beyond the hand, his head trenbling as he tried to lift it. H s eyes were
responding a little better, but what he saw nade no sense.

Those giant fern things we saw on Praxis? No; wait a second..."S not it...This's a
diffr'nt planet...Earth..

It didn't look Iike any place he had ever seen or heard about on Earth. It
| ooked. ..prinmeval. Wiere are we, a swanp? Wiat happened?

Scott saw Rand sprawl ed out a few feet away, along the little stretch of sandy bank where
they had | anded.

Scott crawl ed over to him groaning and hoping the pain he felt in his side wasn't a
cracked rib. "Rand! Rand, are you okay?" He shook the Forager's shoul der paul dron. "Cone on,
fella, speak to ne!"

Rand began to stir a bit. Through the external pickups, Scott heard a tiny nmoan. He | ooked
beyond Rand and saw Annie lying a few yards away al ong the bank. She was naking feeble attenpts to
sit up. "Annie, are you all right?"

She sat up suddenly, wi de-eyed but apparently unafraid, blinking at the dawnworl d
| andscape. "What happened to ne?"

"We nust've hit the bottomof the pit," he told her. Just then, Rand started coning
around. "Take it easy, pal."

But Rand rose to his feet. "Wat, d we nmiss a turn somewhere?"

He shook his head to clear it a bit. Wiat he was staring at appeared to be seedferns.
Cycads; club nosses and horsetails. Big and huge; snmall and al nost mcroscopic. Of in the
di stance he could see what appeared to be conifers, ginkgoes, and nore.

What is this, a dam coal forest?

Anni e heard sonething that sounded a bit |like a heavy-duty dentist's drill and ducked
instinctively as sonething flashed by her ear. In a noment there was a cloud of them going past,

t hough they seened uninterested in the Humans. Their doubl e w ngsets were making silver blurs in
the strange |ight of the place.

"Dragonflies!" Rand burst out. But these were dragonflies the length of his forearm with
enor nbus Wi ngs-sl ower than their nodern counterparts.

Anni e, seeing that they wouldn't hurt her, laughed with delight and skipped after thema
few steps, the water splashing around her ankl es.

Scott and Ran had instinctively reconfigured their arnor, the Cycl one conbat bi kes under
them once again. "And this water's nice and warm " Anni e was sayi ng. She was w i nkling her nose,
though; the air of the place was thick and steany-the heaviness of rotting vegetation, of
primtive life.

Anni e's mood had turned to wonder, and she kicked up bright plumes of water. "Wy don't
you guys cone in and give it a try?"

She was still trying to get themto join her when the surface of the water broke behind
her, and sonething huge began to rise. "Annie! Behind you!" Scott shouted, his voice sounding a
bit strange and processed over his suit's external speaker

Both nen were off their cycles, groping for their sidearns. Annie stood rooted as a plated
head the size of a small fishing coracle reared, shedding water in all directions. It opened its
mouth and revealed rows of teeth like thick pegs. Rand's mind threw up a strange word, Eogyrinus?

Pieces of torn flesh still clung to the teeth, and it reeked of death and the marshes it
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hunt ed. Anni e knew t hat through their helnets Scott and Rand couldn't even snell it.

Scott and Rand were jockeying for a clear line of fire. It was seeningly hopeless with
Anni e standing frozen right in front of the thing, hypnotized |ike a nouse before a rattl esnake.
They were both arned with MARS-Gal | ant Type-H90s-the | atest word in hip-how tzers, but that
firepower was of little use with Annie in the crosshairs.

The thing had gotten very close. Rand saw that it was wide and flat, like a big croc with
a bobbed, broad snout-no doubt an experienced shore hunter, just |ike the books said.

Scott hollered at Annie to get out of the way. She backpedal ed and fell on her runp in the
wet sandy shore. She stared into hungry, merciless eyes that, she could see, saw her as nothing
nore than another norsel of food. She threw herself flat on the ground just as the creature reared
up to lunge for her. Then the neon-blue blasterbolts flew, naking a new ng sound.

As the H90s spat, the torrid air got even hotter. Rand fired with the nodified two-hand

stance that Scott had taught him The thing heaved up as the dazzling hyphens of energy hit it.
Pi eces exploded fromit as the furious heat of the shots turned the nmoisture in its cells into
superheated steam blowing it apart. There was no blood fromthose wounds; instead, the gaping
holes in the thing had the | ook of broiled neat. The stench of it nmade the atnobsphere that nuch
nore repugnant.

The nonster thrashed and twi sted. Roaring and bellowing, it swiped at the air with thick
claws, snapping its jaws at the radiant bolts. Unable to understand what was happening, it
nevert hel ess knew that it was dying. Its rage shook the air, the prineval plant-forest, and the
sl uggi sh | ake waters. It fell back with a mghty splash, still quivering and contorting.

Anni e kept screanmi ng as Scott and Rand dragged her back to shore by her jacket. "Mnt, he
didn't bite you, did he?" Scott asked anxi ously.

That seemed to bring her around a little. "N-no, but alnobst. And don't call ne Mnt, okay
Scott ?"

He held out his hand to her. "Sure thing. Cone on; up you go." But even as she was
scranbling to her feet, Rand yelled and poi nted, sounding thoroughly rattl ed.

"Here cones nore conpany!”

Three nore of the things had surfaced and began ripping away at the first, while it
spasned. They tore out huge gobbets of flesh, snarling and whistling. Scott renmenbered hearing
somewhere that real Earthly gators usually left their prey torot, if it was too snmall to swall ow
in one gulp. That wasn't the case with this lunch crowd. In seconds, flesh, bones, blood, and
viscera surged and rolled in the oily waters.

Rand gul ped. "They passed on the salad course, | guess.”

"Just |l ook at them" Annie breathed.

Just then one of the three paused in its gorging to hiss a piercing whistle at them
giving themthat same hungry, pitiless stare.

"They're | ooking at us!" she cried.

If we shoot, these three, do nine nore show up? he wondered. Even Robotech weapons had
their limts. He grabbed Annie's arm "Let's get out of here! Myve, nove!"

I n anot her nonent the arnor had nechanorphosed, and the two Cyclones | eapt away, Annie

clinging to Rand once nore, the tires automatically adjusting to travel over the soft soil. The
Eogyri nuses cane swarming up at them nonents too |ate.
"CQuess we lost 'em" Annie reported, glancing back over her shoulder to be sure. "I don't

think they're built for |ong-distance events."

"But where did they come fronP" Scott rmurnured.

Rand gazed upward. The sky held no sign of the energy field; instead there was a | ow gray
haze. They sped up another dry watercourse, past tall, odd-1ooking conifers and cycads and sone
bennettital eans.

"The Lost World, " he said softly.

Lancer | ooked at Rook hopefully as he hopped down fromthe cockpit of Scott's abandoned
Al pha fighter. Let it be good news! Let her have found sonet hi ng!

But as Rook slid her cycle to a stop, Lancer was already listening to negative results
over the arnored suits' tac net. "I followed the path north and cut a circle for a nmile around.
There wasn't a trace of them™

As she finished her report, Lunk showed up in his olive-drab APC truck. "If they circled
back, they weren't |eaving tracks," he reported.

That |eft another question. Scott's Cyclone was gone, and there were no tire marks
anywhere. But why woul d they have gone straight to full armor and flown away, w thout |eaving a
message or trying to nake commo contact with their teammates?
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Maybe the tire tracks had been obliterated by soneone? That woul d be easy enough to do in
this kind of soil.

Lancer yelled out, "They know better than to do this to us. " Rand mi ght be a bit
i mpet uous, and Annie was flighty to say the least, but Scott, a trained officer and team | eader
woul d never sinply ignore his responsibilities.

There was only one expl anation that ni ght make sone sense of the situation, and that was
t he appearance of Invid.

"Shoul dn't one of us scout ahead?" Rand asked as the two Cyclones sped through the eerie

| andscape of the subterranean world. "I've had enough surprises for one day."
"We'| | stick together for now," Scott ordered.
"Well, do you have any idea where we're headed?" The instruments were all usel ess.
"No, Rand. But anywhere away fromthose reptiles will be fine with nme-hey, power down!
There's sonething up ahead-the end of the trail, maybe.

They stopped in an open part of the water course. What they saw ahead of themwas a
ranpart of stone sone hundreds of yards high, running away to the left and right with no breaks.

"A dead end!" Annie wailed. "And the cliffs and ceiling come together."

It was true. The overhead haze was broken by the downward sweep of the gigantic cavern's
stone ceiling, which nmet the walls of the place in a tight seal. "No exit here," Scott observed.

"Maybe; maybe not," Rand corrected. "See up there?"

It was an opening of sone kind, the nouth of a tunnel or cave, set high above the floor of
the cavern. "That coul d be our rabbit-hole," Rand declared. "It's worth a | ook."

Scott couldn't argue with that. Their engi nes how ed.

El sewhere, the Regis noticed that sonething was amiss in one of her Genesis Pits. From
Ref | ex Point, her consciousness reached out to join with the evolved m nd of a Shock Trooper who
was following the novenents of the three Humans.

The Trooper's single, cyclopean optic sensor flashed red as she m ndspoke. /Contani nants
in the pit!/ her angry thought reverberated through that trooper and the others assigned to the
pl ace. /Unless these intruders are contained ant neutralized, the experinment will be ruined!/

But she paused, seeing the reasoning of her guards. Certainly these were Earthly biota,
and under the Regis's broad guidelines they were valid candidates for inclusion in the pits. But
these were Human, and they were arned with weapons and mounted on vehicles. A counterproductive
anachroni smhere in the cavern of nonsters!

Still, the introduction of machi nes and weapons m ght provide sonme instructive insights
about the capabilities of the creatures she had bred here beneath the Earth. Their worth as
contributors to the Invid's final, Evolved Formwoul d be tested.

Yes; let it continue for now, at |east until nore observations had been made. The
creatures of the cavern woul d probably cleanse the place of outsiders by thenselves, and that
woul d be nost informative, too. O if not..

There were ot her ways.

CHAPTER FOUR
Fay Way can have it!
Remark attributed to Annie LaBelle

There are inportant insights to the story in Rand's recounting of it in his volum nous Notes on
t he Run:

"I got even nore worried when | saw that that tunnel through the bedrock was artificial
It had a | ow arc of roof, but the flat, level floor nade it easy for us to go to cycle node and
race along."

"The obvious fact that soneone had drilled the tunnel nade ne nervous, but let's face it:
everyt hi ng about that underground Lizard Lounge had me nervous by then. Scott had noticed it, too,
| assuned, but we didn't nmention it because we didn't want Annie hysterical."

"So we barrel ed down the tunnel. The Cycs' headlights cut the darkness, but only showed us

the rock walls, the rock ceiling, and the rock floor. | would even have wel coned sone notel art by
that time. | had long since outgrown ny graffiti stage, but | was tenpted."

"l fibbed to Annie. "Hang on tight! |1've got a real strong feeling about this tunnel; in
fact 1'msure it's gonna be our way out of this place!l' If she knew | was bulling her, she was

ki nd enough not to say so."
"But she did point to a bright light that was coming up before us. "Hey, look at that!""
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"Scott's voice sounded real relieved over the tat net, "W made it!' That sort of
surprised ne; | figured a guy raised in starships nost of his life wouldn't feel the
cl austrophobia as badly as | was feeling it, but | guess the weight of all those strata above us
had been working at him"

"So | said, tenpting fate a little, | knewit! Qur troubles are over now"'"

"Al'l of a sudden the floor of the tunnel seened to slope down. The next thing we knew, the
Cycs were out in the open air and falling toward the |lush vegetati on down bel ow. "

"But we were pretty used to our mecha by then, although it had taken ne some time to |earn
the ropes on a Cyc and Scott hadn't had much practice operating in an environment like Earth unti
he had crash-1anded, a coupla weeks before. Mox nix; we hit our burners. | did ny best to see that
| didn't lose Mnt, and sonehow | nade that |anding on sky-blue, unbrella-shaped thruster flanes."

"The terrain we | anded on seened okay at first, with boulders and sone kind of fanlike
growt hs conming fromthe ground. It was a little precarious but nothing those amazi ng Robot ech
scoots couldn't handle. If | had had ny hel net open, maybe | woul d have noticed the snell; Annie
was, | suppose, too strung out to."

"W were congratul ating ourselves on making it Wen the ground beneath us began to nove.
We had | anded in the mddle of a bunch of big sail-backed things! Just before we thruster-junped
the hell out of there, | got a | ook down the maw of one of the things and saw it had two quite
| arge front choppers. | guess it was a D netrodon, but | wasn't doing much note-taking and really
couldn't tell you for sure if you asked ne."

"Scott was how i ng sonething about “nore dinosaurs' but we were safe. The herd had re-
settled for the night."

"W were all watching themto make sure that they weren't thinking about a bedtinme snack
but | just happened to be | ooking off to one side when | caught the flash of novenent. " Hey,
Invid!" | blurted out. But whatever it was had al ready ducked."

"Scott thought | was crazy, and we got a little sore at each other. Being that far
underground and in a situation so insane had himkind of frayed. But then he backed off a bit,
| ooki ng around thoughtfully. “~Maybe they are involved in all this. | suppose-'"

"Scott interrupted his thought when he noticed that Annie was off an another caper, waving
to us froma few yards away. She was balancing, with a lot of windmlling of her hat and shuffling
of shoes, on a big, nottled, offwhite ovoid thing that rolled under her. She was giggling and
yelling, “~Watch me!"'"

"It was a typical Mnt reaction to what we had just been through, driving it from her mind
by cl owning around. \Wen | saw what she was doing, | could only think, Ch, ny god! and | started
to reach for nmy '90. Scott was yelling at her to get down off of there."

"Anni e | aughed right up until the second she realized that sonething big was coning up
behi nd her-fast! | got nmy gun out. Maybe that Daspl etosaurus actually wasn't the size of two
Battl oi ds one on top of the other, but that was howit |ooked to me at that nmonent."

"Certainly it was a little surprised to see Annie playing around with its eggs. | can only
surmise that it had just laid themand hadn't had time to cover over its nest. It was fast and
agile and brilliantly colored. It was just like the oldtinme revisionist paleontologists said: a
tower of bone and nuscle in netallic blues and reds and pinks. Its teeth | ooked |ike sharpened
basebal | bats."

"l opened fire at it, and then Scott did, too. | have to give the lieutenant credit: he
stood his ground and just kept shooting H90 rounds at it, even though it didn't |look |ike he was
doi ng any damage to the thing."

"I'f you're sitting soneplace safe and reading this, 1'll tell you sonething: It feels a
| ot different when you're there, and an ani mal bigger than any necha is bearing down on you and
you can snell it, and the best shots you can lay out don't seemto be naking any difference. It

takes a lot not to bolt, but I didn't have to nmake the choi ce because Scott Bernard was slightly
in front of nme, straddl e-1egged, whamming away. So | stood ny ground, too."

"Then you live frommi crosecond to mcrosecond, and events all fuse together, because when
you're about to die your life is suddenly an infinitely precious thing, no matter how lousy it's
been to you."

"I't was our good luck that the thing had a |ot of ground to cover. | was aimng for the
skull, hoping | might put its eyes out of conm ssion or even get its brain sonehow. It roared and
staggered at us. But H90s were devel oped for use against Invid nmecha, and no living organism even
one the size of that tyrannosaurid, could survive the kind of punishnent we were giving it."

"W chopped away at its feet, legs, chest cavity, head-all while it was shrieking and
snappi ng. Then Annie had the presence of mnd to | eap clear, as the Daspletosaurus fell across its
own eggs, crushing sone, dying and charred, never understanding what had killed it."
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"I was yelling at Annie, who was white faced and contrite and prom sing not to go running
of f ever again, when | spotted famliar shapes: "Hey, Scott! | told you | saw Invid!""

"But they had drawn back out of sight before Scott turned from Annie or she could spin
around. And right away Scott and | were arguing again. How could he have seen them up above and
yet not believe | had done the same down bel ow? Either you trust your teammates or you don't."

"Of course, Mnt put in her twd-cents worth, as the ancients say. She was scared enough as
it was and wi shed | wouldn't see Invids behind every tree."

"For maybe the fourth tine that day | bit back what | had been about to say. | knew
Scott's mlitary training revolved around reports and eval uati ons and source-dependability ratings

and all that garbage, but either | was a teammte or | wasn't. | dropped the subject, though."

"I can't help it if you're scared, kid," |I told Annie, turning away from Scott to kind of
defuse things. "|I'mscared, too. But they were there, they're still there, and they're waiting for
us.'"

"l just couldn't get a handle on any of it. Prehistoric biota, and Invid who didn't
attack. It just didn't nake sense."
"But | could see that at least | had given Scott sonething to ponder."

"The fire we built on the beach of a tepid | ake made Annie feel a lot safer. But | was
still looking in every direction, waiting for Godzilla and the gang to show up expecting hot hors
d' oeuvres. Scott coughed at the snoke but agreed with Annie that the fire was cheery."

"I stripped off nmy arnor and put together a survival-type circle trident, to try to catch
some supper. Up on the surface we could have just thrown sonme explosives in the water and waited
for the catch of the day to cone floating to us belly-up. But around here those tactics mght just
make sonet hing mad. "

"So | crouched nervously on a rock on the beach, waiting, checking the deeper water every

hal f second or so, | guess. Still, I'ma country kid, a Forager, and | had done that kind of thing
a hundred tines before. Pretty soon | had a hit."

"What | pulled up was all needle snout and kinked tail, some sort of freshwater, pygny
| cht hyosaurus whose grandnother had too nmany X-rays, | guess. | threw it down on the sand. Scott

and Annie cane over to find out what was wong."
"Everything just got to me, because | started waving nmy arms around and babbling. The
whol e tinme scale had nme going nuts.”

"*This fish should ve been dead, | dunno, sixty-five mllion years ago. Those pterosaurs
and all the rest of these critters, sane thing!""
"Annie was | ooking at me with eyes as round as full noons. ~S-so how can they still be

alive?' ™"

"Scott was shaking his head slowy. “This is-it's beyond me."'"

“I told them “Well I'mjust wondering what else might be floating around out there.’
Sonewhere far off, we heard sonething very heavy break the water in a dive. It rem nded ne of the
sound whal es made in those prewar nature shows. Only, we knew it wasn't a whale, because it honked
like a horny tractor-trailer.”

"“At least Annie can sleep,' Scott said tiredly awhile later, as we sat in the firelight.
We planned to take turns standing guard all night, and it was tine for himto turn in."

"W had managed to talk Annie out of taking a watch with sone excuse about needing her to
hel p with the scouting the next day. Actually we didn't want her up alone and didn't really trust

her with a gun. Even Scott saw the sense in letting her sleep. She snored softly, cap bill pulled
down, hands cl asped across her middle as she lay on her back. | shrugged. "Kids: nothing bothers
Cem "

"We were finishing up the last of ny inpossible fish, and Scott grinned, "Your appetite
hasn't been bothered nmuch, either.' | kept on chewing, looking into the fire, trying to think
"Hey, Rand! Anybody home?'"

"1 hear ya perfectly well, Scott. I"'mjust trying to piece a few things together, al
right? "

"He took an unspoken offense and went to curl up by the other side of the fire. He
probably thought that | was still upset that he didn't believe ne about the Invid."

"I thought back to what had happened since we fell into that pit or whatever it was. The
fire made it easier to visualize the energy screen we had fallen through."

"Scott had grown up out there in space sonmewhere, and | acked a | ot of know edge about
Earth. And Anni e-she was sinply Annie. But one of the main things that originally drew ne into the
Forager life was that it was a way to find books. Books, filns-the history of Earth, the Human
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race; the history that led to ny being what | am if that doesn't sound uppity."

"No, Scott knew next to nothing about Earth's prehistory, but | had read a small library's
worth. What kid doesn't becone interested in dinosaurs? And | had seen enough to know that what we
had been thrown into was a huge potpourri: Pal eozoic plants, Mesozoic reptiles. Everything was
thrown in and m xed around, as if sonebody was waiting to see what floated to the top."

"While there were a few swanp areas |like the one in which we had found ourselves at the
outset, nost of the hundreds or thousands of square miles of the Lizard Lounge appeared to be
flood plain, with seasonal bodies of water. W had no i dea how the buil ders managed that. But it
was no wonder the place was so enornous; the land creatures' lives revolved around the herbivores
need for a slow, constant feeding mgration, and the carnivores' constant need to follow and
hunt . "

"W had seen di nos no bigger than chi pnunks, and the real heavywei ghts as well; nobst or
all of the biological niches were filled, including the ones for small, furtive mammuals."

We had seen things that verified the work of Ostrom Horner, Bakker, and the rest of the
| ast great pal eontol ogi sts. Stegosaurus actually did have a single row of bony plates on its back
Do they know, | hope?"

"What we had stunbled into were warm bl ooded di nosaurs-endot herns! The Brontosauruses
protected their young while on the nove, |ike a herd of elephants. | watched huge duckbill fenales
exhi biti ng maternal behavior, feeding and protecting their hatchlings. O course, we didn't have
any time to witness live births anong the brontos: we were sorta busy keeping away from hungry
nmeat - eaters. "

"The predators were warnm bl ooded, and therefore had to eat a |ot. They were fast-noving,
very aggressive, and always ready for a neal. | watched a pack of sw ft Dei nonychuses, running on
bi rd- hi pped hind | egs, drag down a nmuch bi gger Tenontosaurus. The Dei noychuses tore the hel pl ess
giant to pieces and devoured it."

"Anni e hid her eyes against nmy back, and while | was fascinated even though | was

sickened, | made up ny mind to try to spare her any sinilar sight, if possible.”
"W had al ready had a few cl ose encounters, though. Scott may go down in history as the
only hunman being to ever kill a T. Rex; he did it with a rocket barrage of Scorpions fromhis

Cyc's forward racks. W were safe for the tinme being, but how long could we | ast once we ran out
of power and ordnance?"

“I'"'mprobably the | ast menber of the | egendary King Kong Kl ub, having passed the rigorous
witten and oral exans and proven ny love for that nmovie. But in spite of ny avowed devotion to
stop-notion critters, | wished in those next hours that the Cycs were tel eportati on machi nes. |
suspect we all did. You would have, too."

"l had forgotten that smell of blood. If you have ever had a serious |aceration or been
around nmaj or trauma, you know what |'mtal king about. Fresh blood, spilled, lost. That snmell was
so thick down there that | swear it would have snuffed a candle.”

"Still, that wasn't what | was trying to sort out while | sat watching the fire that
ni ght, to the sound of Pachycephal osauruses batting heads |i ke bi ghorn sheep and oi nki ng and
spitting at each other. | was considering the awesone size of the artificial world around ne."

"The Human race, even at its prewar height, didn't have the power or the know edge to
create this Lost Wrld. It was pretty obvi ous who was behind it."

"But the Invid certainly had little motivation to build an Earth nuseum Then | stopped
thinking of the Invid | had been catching glinpses of in terns of soldiers and started trying to
think. of them as sone other kind of force-say, park rangers? Guardi ng a sanctuary, perhaps?”

"*Clear enough!' | was munbling, and Scott sat up, rubbing his eyes, to look at ne. “This
place is one big lab!" | cried. “Now |I'm beginning to understand! It's incredible!""

"“Well, I'mnot beginning to understand,' he was grousing. “~Back up and try again."'"

"He was right. | forced nyself to slowdown. “I'msure this is an Invid test facility.

They're playing around with the history of |life on Earth-evolution, fromthe start right down to
today!" "

"Were there other arenas where Tertiary organi sns fought and strove, or basic Earth |ife-
forns had been nmutated with coldly clinical intent, against some possible future? There wasn't any
time to think about that now, | was about to trip over my own tongue as it was. | tried again.
"They' re doi ng evol uti on experinments-cloning, genetic engineering! Darwinismin the passing
| ane! " "

"“Are you drunk?"'"

"I wish! Listen, Scott: the Invid intend to make Earth their hone, because that's where
the Flower of Life grows best, right? Wll, before they choose the final physical formor forns-
they'll take on, they're testing, studying!''"
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"Scott was standing up with a Iot of well-now hol d-on-a-second-there talk and fl at-handed
cal ming gestures."

"“And now we're part of the experinment,' | yelled over him sorry that Annie was going to
have to wake up to bad news, because | was shouting it. “They're using us as guinea pigs sonmehow,
that's why the Invid keep hidden instead of show ng thensel ves and attacking-'"

"Scott was trying to shush me, but | backed away; | couldn't let himthink | had had a
hysterical episode, or he would never believe me. "Scott, we've got to get out of here. O at
| east get word to the others! This is nore inportant than your damed Reflex Point! Once the Invid
find a formthat they figure will let themdonmnate the Earth, there'll be no nore need for-uh!""

"At least, | think that was the sound I nmade. W had both stopped in mdsyllable, nouths
open, because the voice we heard then seened to cone fromeverywhere. It was fenale, and there was
sonmething slightly famliar about it. It was nostly alien and cold, yet with an arrogant undertone
toit."

"I also got the feeling, sonmehow, that its words were being transnitted to and echoed by
some nultitude that spoke with a single voice, subordinate to the main one. And | knowthis is
strange, but-it sounded |ike a stage voice to me, |ike somebody doi ng Lady Macbeth through a | ot
of voi ce-processing equi pnent."

"It said, “Humans, your tine on this planet is al nbst spent!'"

"We were both | ooking around for the source of the voice. And then | felt cold night air
on nmy neck, because the hair there was standing up, because Annie cane to a sitting position, arns
fol ded across her chest.

"She was still facing away fromus, the firelight playing over the hair that | ooked so
straggly after a day of roughing it in that sweaty thene park."

"Scott began, "Um Annie, are you feeling all-""

"That voice cane again. "The age of Humans is coming to an end!' Wat sat on the ground
turned toward us, but the features we saw weren't Annie's anynore. It was sonething old and
mal i gn, using her face and form"

"“Now,' it gloated, “a new era begins on Earth!"'"

"“What's she babbling about?' | said, but | didn't nean Annie."

"' Rand, she-sounds possessed,' Scott swallowed. And | had been hopi ng he woul d have sone
i dea what we should do."

"The thing using Annie's body rose to its feet, standing across the canmp fire from us
“Humans, you do not know the extent of our power!'"

"Wth that, the fire expanded, the flames |eapt high above our heads. Scott and | backed
off a step or two, shielding our faces."

"We saw Annie across the flames fromus as she et themdie dowm a bit, her hair floating
as if windbl own, her hands meki ng passes as if she were a sorceress.”

"“Hurmans are nerely a dead end in the great schene of evolution!' Annie gestured, and all
of a sudden, so help ne, we were seeing a moving formsilhouetted in the blaze, a female formthat
didn't ook quite Human. It threwits arnms high in triunph, while that chilling voice went on
exultantly."

"“The Earth is entering an era of domination by a different formof life, which has
traveled a different evolutionary path.' The thing |aughed evilly. "Be warned..."'"

"But then the voice trailed away, until it was Annie's, noaning, and the expression on the
face was one we recogni zed. Annie slunped, and we rushed to her."

CHAPTER FI VE
Those which we call nobnsters are not so with God
Mont ai gne, Essays, Vol. [1, XXX

The team s search patterns turned up nothing. Exhausted, they stopped for a few hours' rest before
they woul d continue with a night-sweep.

Lunk couldn't seemto stop hinself fromrepeating the same thing over and over: "Wat
coul da happened to enP"

"I don't know where else to |look," Lancer admitted tiredly. "Qur best hope is that they
just-show up." He ran his fingers through his |ong purple hair.

Lunk sat down next to him | eaning against the sane boulder in the firelight. He gnawed
noisily on a drunstick that they had scavenged from Wl ff's supply depot. "I suppose that's all we
can do."

He | ooked to where Rook was curled up, a lithe formin a blanket. There was only a single
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stray curl of strawberry-blond hair showing, brilliant in the firelight. "lIsn't she even worried
about thenf? How can she sleep at a tine |ike this?"
Wt hout turning over, she said, "I can't sleep, if you sit there bl abbing and gorging

yoursel f all night. How can you eat at a tine like this?"

Lunk wore a hurt | ook. Lancer told himin a whisper, "The real reason she's awake is
because she's worried, too, Lunk."

Rook | ay watching the noon, listening to Lunk conplain about how spooky it all was. After
riding as a loner for so long, she was feeling again that special torment that she had prom sed
hersel f she woul d al ways avoi d-fear that harm had cone to a | oved one; an all-consum ng concern
for people who had becone, though she had never neant to let it happen, fanly

Anni e cane around again in a second or two, but when Rand and Scott told her what had
happened, she clained that they were both imagining things. As far as she was concerned, she had
been havi ng sonme crazy dreamin which she married an Invid who | ooked |ike her old boyfriend.

That was Annie, nmind never too far fromthe marriage that woul d, she was sure, |et her
live happily ever after. What the two nen were telling her was upsetting her, and she gave them a
wounded | ook, asking if they couldn't just drop the whole issue. Scott and Rand backed off.

But they woul d have had to stop tal king about it anyway; just about then, a battle of the
bi peds started up. In the dimnightlight glow fromthe haze overhead, they could just nmake out
sonme big neat-eaters tangling with each other, probably over a kill or sone carrion. Rand thought
it was between two Ceratosauruses and a |arger Allosaurus, but couldn't see for sure and wasn't
i nterested enough to stick around and find out.

Dangerous as it was traveling at night, the nen snapped on their arnor, started the
Cycl ones, and the noved out. They found the dry water course they had been traveling on, but they
had no sooner increased their speed than the air was full of pterosaurs of all sizes and shapes,
swoopi ng and diving, beaks napping. Scott couldn't figure out if they had been stirred up by the
bl ood and noise of the fight, or if the Invid were sonehow sending them at the Humans.

Luckily the flying things were getting in each other's way, so that evasive maneuvers
saved the Cyclone riders for the nmonent. And | ucky was the word; Rand saw one that had a fifty-
foot wingspan. Scott's voice canme over Rand's hel net phones, "You and Mnt find cover! |'Il fight
them of f and catch up!"”

Rand couldn't argue; the arnor gave the nmen a | ot of protection, but Annie was conpletely
vul nerabl e. Rand rogered and increased his speed, peeling away and heading for sone tree cover
The soaring hunters concentrated on Scott.

Scott switched to full Battle Arnmor node, rising on thrusters, Cyclone conponents becom ng
part of his powered suit. One blast fromthe HI0 sent a small Pteranodon tunbling to the ground.
Wth the flock hesitating, surprised at the blast, Scott |anded in a blaring of backpack
thrusters, to fight fromthe ground

He bl asted the wing off another as it stooped, but then had to duck and roll aside as a
third came at himfromthe left. Its beak and w cked teeth would have taken off an unprotected
arm but the Robotech alloy saved him He rolled onto his back, holding his HO0 in both hands,
firing at any pterosaur that came near

The things shrieked as the blue bolts quartered the air, seeking them out.

"Scott's doing okay," Rand said, fromthe shelter of the trees, dividing his tine between
wat chi ng Anni e and keeping an eye out for strays. "I don't think he needs our help."

“I...1 kind of feel sorry for those creatures," Annie confessed.

"Aw, Mnt, ginme a break!"

Scott was back on his feet again, shooting this way and that with a high degree of
accuracy. Dead and dying soarers, whole or in pieces, lay all around him As Rand and Annie
wat ched, he nail ed one that was com ng straight down at himwith fol ded wings; he got it dead
center and its head expl oded.

Then Rand noticed, fromthe corner of his eye, a glow conming fromthe foot of the nearby
cliff-wall. It pulsed brightly, waned a bit, and brightened again.

"Hang on, Annie; we have to check sonething out."

High on a cliff | edge overl ooking the savage battle, an Invid Shock Trooper m ndspoke to
itself and its conpanion. It was the Regis's voice, the same voice that was heard through Annie.

"The Human life-forms are nost determnmined! Their will to survive is strong!"

Li ke the Zentraedi and the Robotech Masters, the dinosaurs were di scovering that Humans
weren't as easy prey as they | ooked. Yes, it seenmed all this experinentation with life-fornms from
Earth's past and nmutations of various ones fromits present was pointless.
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There woul d have to be further study of the Humans, to find out if their formwould suit
the Invid despite its aberrant behavioral patterns. But as for the ones bel ow, they had done
enough danage in the Genesis Pit. It was tine to rid the place of contani nants.

Rand st opped sone distance fromthe tunnel, which was at ground | evel. Fromthe nouth of
the tunnel, the light and heat pulsed so strongly that Annie hid in the lee of his arnor except
for an occasi onal peek.

"I knew sonething like this had to be here!" Rand cried. Heat, light, the energy field-
per haps even the force that kept the stupendous stone ceiling up-they had to be powered by sone
source. Some |nvid source. Rand armed his forward Scor pions.

"Rand, what are you doi ng?" Anni e asked sharply.

"It's tinme for “Last Call at the Lizard Lounge,"

he sai d.

Eventual |y the pterosaurs broke off their attack, the slaughter having been too nuch even
for them Scott stood on the battlefield, the snoking remains all around him fitting a fresh
charge into his HI0.

He rolled a body over with his foot, inspecting his work. "Mist've been sonething he tried
to eat."

Rand appeared, Annie still clinging to his waist, the Cyc skidding to a stop. "Are you al
right?"

"All right so far."

"Listen, Scott, |'ve gotta tell you-"

But before Rand could get out his story about the Invid power source, or control center
or whatever it was, a new chorus of sounds cane to them They |ooked up to see that the sky was
filled with every possible flying creature: dragonflies and other insects as well as pterosaurs.

"Sonmething's stirring themup," Scott said.

"Sonmething's got "emall on the run!" Annie shouted.

They peered into the haze-light and, sure enough, the whole popul ation of the strange
sanctuary seened to be headed their way.

"Looks like we're going to be right in the mddle of rush hour,” Scott was sayi ng.
Suddenly the ground began to trenble and dance beneath them There was nothing they could do
except lurch and teeter, trying to keep their bal ance.

"Eart hquake!" Rand yelled. This wasn't the time to tell Scott about the two rockets he put
into the Invid cave installation, or of the terrific secondary blast they had set off-or of the
dark silence in the cave afterward. They could hear the grinding and cracking of uncountable tons
of bedrock all around them

A tree swayed |like a giant flyswatter, and cane down snmack atop a Triceratops that just
ignored it and kept bulldozing along. A big conifer broke the back of a smallish Stegosaurus;
passing neat-eaters ignored it, continuing their flight. A boulder the size of a bus, falling from
the ceiling, squashed an | guanodon

As the herd passed by, Rand and Scott changed nodes and soared overhead on thrusters. Then
they fell in behind the beasts, letting themlead the way.

"Scott, doesn't it occur to you that being in the mddle of a dinosaur stanpede coul d be
bad for our heal th?"

"W don't know where we're going, Rand; nmaybe they do. Any better ideas?"

Rand nuttered, "Ch, brother..."

Cl ouds of dust rose fromthe ground and fell fromthe ceiling. The haze began to grow dim
Rand figured that the energy field was losing the last of its power. It took every ounce of their
skill to keep the Cycs going, but Scott insisted that they stay on the ground. The air was a storm
of flying things that would have blinded them and perhaps even knocked them out of the sky.

Two bi g Tyrannosauruses sone distance in front of them sinply disappeared, tails flailing,
and Scott barely had tine to give a warning. There was no time to brake, and the two Cycl ones went
off the edge, into the abyss that had opened in the ground before them Al three how ed, Annie
| oudest of all.

As the arnored nmen nmechanor phosed, rising on their backpack thrusters agai n-the Cyc wheels
repositioning up on their backs, out of the way-and Rand held Annie in his arns, sonething rose
out of the chasmw th them flashing past.

"I'nvid Shock Troopers!" Scott shouted. Rand couldn't quite find the time to say, Toldja.
In the distance, a thin, incandescent pillar of light suddenly stretched fromthe floor of the
Genesis Pit up to its ceiling and beyond.

The Invid mecha swept out and around for an attack. "We'll have to take 'emon,"” Scott
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said grimy. Rand zoomed off to one side, to drop Annie off to safety on sone rocks.

As Scott | anded, one of the big, purple alien mecha canme his way, firing annihilation
discs fromthe bul ky cannon nmounted on either shoulder. Scott |leapt clear with an assist fromhis
thrusters, rolled, and cane up with his H90 in his hand, firing. The Invid dodged his shots and
cane in at him

Rand was standi ng shoul der to shoulder with Scott by then, the two trying to aimtheir
shots while the ground heaved and jostled under them Scott junped off to the right and Rand
| aunched hinself high, barely eluding a swi pe by a col ossal netal pincer on a forearmthe shape of
a |l adybug. Rand put nmore rounds into it, but the trooper crouched in a defensive posture beneath
him shielding itself with the thickest parts of its panoply.

Anni e was screamng, pointing to the pillar of light. "Look, |ook! There's the exit, but
it's disappearing!"”

The energy field that had bl ocked the way out was gone. But the opening was shrinking, and
the pillar of light was getting narrower.

"It's our only chance!" Scott called to Rand.

Rand was so distracted that he was nearly nmashed into the ground by a blow froman Invid
As it was, the mghty forearmgot a piece of him sending himsprawling. Rand nanaged to drive it
back with wild shots fromhis sidearm but the second Shock Trooper was angling for a shot of its
own.

Rand back-flipped as Scott rushed in, the trooper getting off near nisses, sending both
men reeling back. Scott's targeting nodul e deployed fromits external shoul der nount and swung
into place before his eye; he was staring at the Invid through a sighting reticle. He rel eased a
pair of Scorpions that m ssed, but drove the Invid back

Suddenly, the invaders broke off the fight, turning and zoonming off into the air, ignoring
the Humans. "They're heading for the opening!" Rand saw. "W've gotta stop them before they close
it behind them"

"Take care of Mnt," Scott called back, already aloft. "I'Il go after them" As he
rocketed after them he saw that the exit was cl osing quickly.

The Shock Troopers apparently realized they couldn't outrun their pursuer and turned to
fight. Scott dodged another pincer sw pe, just as Rand caught up, having dropped Annie of f again.
Scott evaded the swipe and vaulted to | and atop the second Invid' s crablike head. The first
Trooper was so caught up in the battle that it swung again, mssing Scott, who hurtled clear, but
struck its conrade instead.

Scott dispatched another missile just as the first Trooper prepared to unleash its
anni hilation discs. He blasted it right through the optical sensor that was its cycl ops-eye. The
war head was a dud, but the missile penetrated the glassy circle, shattering it.

Geen, thick nutrient fluid poured fromthe Shock Trooper, and it went flailing back |ike
a falling scarecrow and hit the ground. The second Trooper charged at Scott, but Rand, in a close
pass on raving thrusters, |lashed out with his feet and smashed that one's eye, too.

"Hurry up!” Annie shrilled. "The exit's al nost closed!” The entire place was shaki ng,
rai ni ng boul ders and dust, cracking apart, as nonsters roared and bl eat ed.

Rand lifted her up, and the three blasted through the air toward the shrinking ray of
light. As they entered it, they were seized by the force that had drawn theminto the Genesis Pit
earlier, only this tine it pulled them upward.

Wthin the Genesis Pit, the roof began to give way. The shall ow waters churned, throw ng
up waves and living things that woul d soon be dead. The great beasts of |and and sea threw their
heads back and bell owed their agony to the world that had obliterated them once and was now doi ng
it again.

The cliffs and ceiling gave way; the floor of the Genesis Pit fissured open, letting forth
the magma the Invid had diverted to heat the place. A surge of nolten fury gushed up the exit
shaft behind the three Humans, threatening to overtake them

Then the two arnored figures and the little girl in her oversized battle jacket were
flying upward under the noonlight. The nagna stopped its upward notion and spread, igniting fires,
and then it began draining down into the Pit once nore.

Al'l three Humans were | aughing and cheering. Scott and Rand flew far away fromthe site to
a distant hillside. The noon was full, but it |ooked to Rand as if rainclouds were noving in.

Good; those fires wouldn't last long. "lIsn't that a beautiful mpon?" Rand said wonderingly.

But Annie's attention was el sewhere. "Look at the mountains!”

"The whol e nmountain range is sinking into that Pit," Scott said quietly.

The ground runbl ed and noved agai n, clouds of dust obscuring the nountains, as a huge area
went into subsidence, filling in the Genesis Pit. "That one was close" was all Scott could find to
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say.

Anni e said nournfully, "But what about the poor dinosaurs?" She | ooked at Rand.

"The Invid created them"” he told her. "And | think it's just as well that they left the dinosaurs
down there to be destroyed. Conditions up here aren't right for them there's just no place for
themto survive anynore. Tine sinply passed them by."

Anni e intertw ned her fingers behind her back and scuffed the ground with one toe.

"Y' nmean, it's the sane as when the Invid talk about the Human race being all finished?"

Rand was starting to nod when Scott interrupted. "No! Earth belongs to us; it's the Invid
who are going to be extinct!"”

He sounded ferocious. Rand knew all about Scott's fierce hatred of the species that had
killed his fiancée and wiped out his unit, but this was no time for propaganda speeches. "Al
right, Scott; all right-"

"Hey!" Annie blurted. "Y hear that?"

It was the sound of large engines. In a few nmonments mecha canme into sight, seeking the
source of the vast disturbances their instruments had detected. In another nmonment, the survivors
spotted an aircraft.

"It's the Alpha Fighter!" Scott said. "And there's the rest of the team It's about tine."

Anni e was dancing fromfoot to foot. "Wait'll | tell Rook what happened to ne! Goboyoboy!'

"Y' better nake sure she's sitting down," Rand said dryly. He wondered if Rook would care
to hear his story. There was just no telling how the young | ady woul d react sonetinmes. Still,
maybe it would be worth the risk.

CHAPTER SI X
The grand thenes of the Robotech Wars are so dominant that the | esser ones are sonetines ignored
But those |lesser themes, | insist, are nore instructive.

The matter of Marlene Foley's ultinmate destiny is a primary case in point. Surely Protoculture is
a force to be reckoned with in our every thought.
Jan Morris, Solar Seeds, Glactic Guardi ans

The five Invid nmecha cruised slowy across the night sky, navigating with care, surveying the
terrain below. They brought with thema sixth Robotech construct. Wthin it was a cargo of
critical inportance.

Two Shock Troopers brought up the rear, and a partially evolved Invid in personal battle
arnor-the so-called "Pincer Ship"-led the way. In the center of the flying convoy were two nore
Pi ncer Ships. Between themthey carried a hexagonal canister. The canister was |like a Robotech
setting for a cosmic genstone; inside its crystal cocoon there throbbed and shone a fantastic,
transl ucent egg. The thing was |uminous in deep corals, gentle reds, and flesh tones.

"W nust know nore about these new enenies,"” the Regis had decreed, in the wake of the
Genesis Pit catastrophe. Her servants had been quick to act. Soon, a Sinulagent, a triunph of
I nvid biogenetic engineering, would be in the eneny's mdst. And before obliterating them the
Regi s woul d know whet her the Humans posed any possi bl e danger to her grand schenme for her race.

The Sinul agent was code-nanmed "Ariel." Ariel had been replicated, with certain
alterations, froma Human tissue sanple that had been recovered while the Invid were examining the
debris of the Human strikeforce they had destroyed weeks before. It was inconceivable that anyone
on Earth woul d recognize Ariel as a clone, since the source of nost of her genetic design was a
dead wonan from the | ong-gone SDF-3 expedition..

The Invid flight |eader's optical sensor scanned the area for any sign of Hunan presence,
but there was none. The timing of the drop was inportant. The Sinulagent's placenment nust be
unseen, so that its origin would remain secret, and yet Ariel nmust not be left unprotected for
| ong.

But the Invid had a recent fix on the Humans' route, which made things easier

As the Invid formation neared its dropoff point, the crystal cocoon began to crack like an
eggshel | being pushed open fromw thin. The strobing light fromits center shone brighter

Just as the formation flew | ow over a deserted, devastated village, the crystal shattered.
The egg fell, lighting the night and the | andscape below. It bounced froma tree branch to a half-
denol i shed roof to the ground. Light and resilient and yet astonishingly strong, it suffered no
injury. The flight of alien mecha turned around and started back toward Refl ex Point.

The egg rested under a tree, casting its flesh-tone light all around. Soon it sensed the
approach of its targets. Its glare grew, and it pulsed with the rhythm and sound of a qui ckened
heartbeat. Darker colors swirled anong the |lighter ones now, and the egg stretched agai nst the
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confines of its own skin with each beat.

This time Scott was flying directly over the rest of his team keeping close in case of
troubl e, easing along in Guardian node. The Veritech fighter |ooked |ike a cross between an
arnored knight and a robotic eagle.

The subsi dence of the mountains into the Genesis Pit and the aftershocks had rmade the
terrai n dangerous and their nmaps useless. It had taken days to blaze a new trail through. They
travel ed at night, both to make up for lost tinme and because, at l|last, they had found a najor
hi ghway.

Rand, Rook, and Lancer were all riding close to Lunk's APC. Like Scott, the Cyc riders had
shed their arnor; they all needed a chance to get out of its confinenent after days of travel, and
the scans and scouts indicated no Invid presence anywhere nearby. Scott flew his Al pha wthout his
control helnmet-the "thinking cap,"” in Robotech jargon-controlling it with the manual s al one.

Furthernmore, it took Protoculture to power the arnor, and they had used up a lot of their
reserves in traveling the difficult nountain terrain. Several tines, Scott had been forced to
ferry the APC across unavoi dabl e gaps, which was sonet hing he hated to do. By acting as a
transport, the fighter was left highly vulnerable to sudden Invid attack. Al so, since this task
demanded very slow, deliberate, painstaking maneuvering, it ate up a lot of Protoculture. It was a
wor khorse role the fighter wasn't built for, and one that strained its autosystens.

At times like those Scott cursed the truck; but when he had to |Iand and replenish his
Prot ocul ture and ordnance and service the Al pha, he blessed Lunk and the battered old APC

Rand keyed his headset by chinning a button on the m ke nouthpi ece, both hands being
occupi ed steering his Cyc. "Hey, Scott! Don'tcha think it's tine for a rest? It's al nost dawn,

y' know. "

Scott was well aware of it. The first rays of the sun were already lighting the
surroundi ng nmount ai n peaks, gleamng off granite and snow. They woul d shine through his cockpit
well before they warned his teanmates below. "Quit griping! Point Kis just a few nore mles
ahead. "

"Say agai n?" Rook broke in sharply.

"Point K-as-in-king, Rook," Scott canme back. "That's where all units fromthe invasion
force | was in are supposed to rendezvous. They've probably already prepared an offensive ai ned at
W pi ng out Reflex Point."

Rook' s voi ce sounded unsure. "You nean this Admiral Hunter of yours knew the Invid were
her e?"

"Negative. He didn't know who the eneny was, exactly, but he was aware that somrething was
wong back on Earth. Don't ask ne how, it was all hush-hush stuff."

Even Annie, standing up in the truck's shotgun seat and resting her chin on her forearns,
on the windshield frane, didn't have to ask Scott why he hadn't told themall that before. Wth
the risk of capture or even desertion-"going ny owm way," as Rand or Rook would have called it-
ever present, Scott sinply couldn't take the chance.

Still, she kicked the glove conpartnent a little and pulled her E.T. hat down | ower on her
head, sticking out her lower |ip. Lunk gave her a quick |ook, then went back to his driving.

Scott continued, "The way | figure it, there ought to be hundreds of Veritechs there,
maybe a thousand or nmore. And ground units, assault necha, supplies, and ammp-the works!"

Anni e whooped into the dawn air. "Awight! Now that's the way to show 'emhow it's done!"

"Wait, Scott." Rand sounded edgy. "How can you hide an arny that size?"

Scott was all confidence and can-do. "No nore hiding. There's a secure base of operations
there by now Fromthere we go island-hopping, cutting the Iinks between Invid bases, until Reflex
Point's isolated, and we can smash it."

Just then, Scott's displays began flashing and beeping for his attention. Conputers sorted
through the sensor infornmation and flashed order-of-battle information, indicating that there was
a large, friendly force just over the next ridge.

He caught a flash of bright metal off fighter tailerons, and in the valley bel ow he saw
ranked nmecha in the predawn mist. "Al right, boys and girls! There it is, just ahead!"

He increased power to the Guardian's foot-thrusters. "I'mgoing to go on ahead and report
The CGuardi an flashed away, over the rise.

"Can't wait to see his playmates, huh?" Rand grunbl ed. Thi s business about reporting in
had rem nded himthat he wasn't on any arny roster. Like Rook and Annie, he was just an irregular
who had joined up with Scott to try to do his bit for the Human race. But he obviously had no
place in a regul ation strikeforce.

So, what happens to the rest of us now? "Thanks, and don't let the door hit you in the

in.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2011%20-%20Metamorphosis.txt (18 of 77) [1/19/03 5:03:22 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2011%20-%20M etamorphosi s.txt

butt as you | eave?"

The mists still swirled around the many hectares of grounded mecha. Scott figured the base
was operating under bl ackout conditions, because he could see no lights or novenent. He didn't
recei ve any warn-offs or challenges, and he didn't get any indications that radar or sensors were
checki ng himout, but he decided to land on the hillside and go in on foot anyway. The base m ght
be using new commp procedures, and he had no desire to be shot down as a bogie.

The Guardi an bowed its radome, and Scott hopped down. He stood breathing Earth's air for a
few deep breaths, feeling the moment. Fromthis beachhead, we take our homeworl d back

Rand and Rook had raced ahead of the others; their Cycs cane |eaping over the hill with a
wi ndi ng of Robotech engi nes. The sun was about to top a ridge to the east; Scott decided he m ght
as well wait and ride down with his conpanions. He was painfully aware that, except for Lancer and
Lunk, they had no place in this regul ar-army canpaign.

Rand and Rook cane to side-on stops, pushing up their goggles, and Lancer showed up
monents later, with Lunk not far behind. Scott checked hinself to make sure the mauve-and- purple
flightsuit with its unit patches of his division, the Mars Division, and his knee-length, rust-red
boots were all in order. Insignia, buttons, sidearmhe wasn't quite strac, but he wasn't | ooking
too bad for sonebody who had been stranded for so |ong.

Scott and his teammates were exchanging a few nild, alnbst self-conscious congratul ati ons-
when Anni e gave a dismayed yel p.

"The base! Look!"

They turned to | ook at the base just as the sun crested the ridge and its |ight shone off
the snow hills, brightening the little valley that was the hone of Earth's |iberation arny.

But what they saw wasn't a honme but rather a graveyard. Attack-transport spacecraft |ay
gutted |i ke crushed eggs. Broken and burned-out necha were everywhere. Ranks of parked Veritech
Al phas had been hol ed and elim nated before ground crews and pilots could even reach them
Battl oi ds and Hovertanks and MACs and | ogi stical vehicles lay on the ground like shattered toys.
And the stench of death wafted on the warm ng breeze.

The valley was filled with jutting, broken, blackened fusel ages and skel etal, burned- of f
airframes and hulls. Barely keeping his bal ance, Scott stunbled to the edge of the rise, |ooking
down, both hands buried in his dark hair.

The clearing of the mst only nade it worse by the second. "I don't believe it; this, this
can't be-" He howl ed across the valley, hoping the survivors would answer. He fired his H90
aimessly into the air. The others sat in their vehicles and | ooked at one another in despair. At
| ast Scott Bernard dropped the pistol, sank to his knees, and wept.

Earth's liberating arnmy! The mist for its shroud; the vultures to caw taps over it.

One by one his friends dismunted and gat hered around him

They went down anong the nmonolithic wecks; there was no place el se to go. Lunk opened up
the last of their rations and Annie built a fire. Scott had wandered of f.

He was sitting in the shade of a three-tube punpedl aser turret, |ooking off at nothing,
eyes unfocused. Eventually, Rand came over with a plate of food and a cup of ersatz ration coffee,
nudgi ng them up agai nst Scott. "Enough is enough. Tine to eat, before you keel over."

He turned to go, then turned back for a noment. "You' ve got the teamto think about,

y' know. " Rand wal ked away, the soles of his desert boots gritting in the sand. Scott stared
bl ankly at the field of carnage.

Back at the campfire, Rook tried to sound positive, although cheerleading wasn't usually
in her line of work; but everybody el se seened to be falling apart. "Look, here's a good idea: Wy
don't we get outta this dunp right now?"

Lancer studied his ration can's contents, stirring them "Not until we collect everything
of use. Ordnance, supplies, weapons, perhaps Protoculture.”

They all shivered a little, realizing how grisly that search would be. Lunk bl ew out snoke
froma ration-pak cigarette, unsteadily. Rand returned.

"How i s he?" Lancer asked, looking at the distant figure sitting with arnms around knees.

Rand pul |l ed up the hood of his sweatshirtlike wi ndbreaker. "Catatonic. | dunno."
Lancer set down his ration can. "Come on, Scott! W're wasting tinme!"
Rand caught Lancer's arm "Uh, | think |I'm gonna go forage over that way. Maybe Scott can

establish a cormmp base.”

Li ke the others, Lancer caught what was in Rand's eyes. |In another nonent they were on the
nmove, eager to replenish their supplies, eager to get away. As Rand sped off in a plune of soil
Rook raced after him

The Robotech graveyard was a strange place for a two-ride, but Rand welconed it. It cane,
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really, just as he had decided it was pointless to try to get close to the onetine bi ker queen. By
her city lights, he was just a hick, a wlderness Forager. She had made it clear to himthat he
wasn't one of the Bad Boys. Rand tried not to show his astonishment as she fell in with him their
tires stenciling parallel tread patterns anong the | oonm ng derelicts.

They were noving slowly, searching; he had his hood down and his goggles up on his
forehead. He gl anced over at Rook, adniring the |issone grace her red-and-blue racer's bodysuit
showed of f. "Why'd you cone al ong?" He had to yell, not wanting to key his headset. "Not that it
bot hers ne or anything."

Her fair brows knit; the strawberry-blond hair blew around her freckled face. "Too
depressing back there."

They canme in a tight turn round a smashed tanker. Rand was saying, "l know what you-
heyyyyy!"

They dug to a stop at the lip of a drop-off, |ooking down into a kind of arroyo |edge
protected by drainage ditches. There stood a village-or at least, the remains of a village; its
caved-in tile roofs and beaten-down walls and the general lifelessness of it sonehow | et them know
it had suffered the same fate as the strikeforce

"Two transgressors approach," the voice of the Regis said to her necha warriors. "Renain
in conceal nent!"

The war machi nes hunkered down, Scouts and Shock Troopers in personal battle arnor,
wat chi ng t hrough optic sensors. Rand and Rook wound their way down the narrow | ane.

Rand rode through the streets calling for any survivors, even though it night attract
dangerous attention. But there was little tinme to search, and he hated the idea of |eaving anyone,
especially a child or sonmeone who had been injured, behind. Rook was inpressed with Rand's nerve,
but she kept that to herself. She joined in the yelling.

They di smounted near the only building that was still in one piece, a |arge haci enda.
Qbviously the place had been too close to the strikeforce's rendezvous point, and it had been
included in the slaughter. Mre carnage. But the two had grown callous to such scenes.

They were | ooki ng around the haci enda, not tal king or neeting each other's gaze, when Rook
smel | ed sonet hing strange and went to a spot where nost of an adobe wall had been bl own away. She
stepped through into a garden, and knelt next to sonething jellylike and translucent, like a dying
man- o' -war, draped across the swordl eafed plants there. It was three or four inches thick, and had
perhaps the surface area of a table cloth.

Rook knelt by it. "Careful," Rand grated, holding his gun uncertainly. But she touched it,
t hen snatched her hand back with a hiss of pain.

"Damm thing burned my hand! And it's nothing to smirk about!"

"Well | said watch out."
She was suddenly as alert as a doe. Her voice canme nore softly, so intinate that it made
hima little |ightheaded. She practically nouthed it, "Do you think the Invid are still around?"

He shrugged. She was up and noving; he had been staring, fascinated, at the blob of
protoplasmic stuff, but now he couldn't take his eyes off the fit of her bodysuit, the shape of
those sl ender legs, the swirl of the seenmingly weightless cascade of hair..

"I"1l 1ook outside; you check in back of the house.” She pulled out her gun, and that
brought himback to reality. H's owm gun was in his hand, fitted with its attachable stock and
barrel extension, in submachi ne gun configuration now He stepped back through the rift in the
wal | and t hought about the blob of clear jelly.

A brief sensation of expanded awareness, as if his mnd had been touched by another, swept
through him Wiy do | feel like I've been through all this before? The thought came unbi dden and
benused hi m

He heard a sound from back sonmewhere in the vaulted darkness of the hacienda. It m ght
have been sone debris falling as easily as it m ght have been sone living thing blundering into a
pil e of rubble.

Rand warily followed the noise, his weapon raised. In a courtyard at the center of the
pl ace, he saw anot her sheet of the glistening, deconposing nan-o'-war stuff, shrinking in the sun
as he watched it. Its highlights twinkled like stars. He strained to remenber what it reni nded him
of , as he noved on, footsteps echoing in the darkened hal |l ways.

It | ooked alnost...alnost...But the image el uded him

He heard a sound. He whi pped around a corner with his weapon ready, braced to do battle.
"FREEZE! Just fr-just, that is..."
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Not even Zand, for all his PSI Sinsenilla, his Flower ingestion, had foreseen anything like it.
And on and on, the Protocul ture Shaped events.

Xandu Reem A Stranger at Hone: A Bi ography of Scott Bernard

She sat in a shaft of sunlight that poured down on her |ike a benediction from above. Her arms
were crossed on her bare bosom long, slimfingers clutching opposite shoul ders. She stared
aimessly at the light.

Her hair was a deep red, like his own but waist-length, and |uxuriant as sone rare pelt.
Her skin was so pale, her body so frail-Iooking-and yet it was a woman's. Highlights glistened
from her

Li ke the twi nkling of stars.

Rand realized how cl ose he had conme to shooting by blind instinct. He also realized that
she was naked, and he saw how beautiful she was there under the soft, alnost |oving sunlight.

"Ooo! That is...excuse ne!" He brought the gun up and stared at it for a nonment. He
whirled, with a country Forager's sense of propriety. "That is, I"'msorry!"

She | ooked up at the strange figure, her long distraction broken. "Uh-mm ahh?"

The di straught Rand was trying to collect his wits. In the outlands where he came from
being found with a naked wonman coul d have all sorts of horrible repercussions, especially if one
were found with her by her male Kin.

He jittered, staring at the pockmarked stucco wall. "Didn't nmean to surprise you! But-
won't you catch cold just sitting there like that? You know Heh, umm don't you have any-" He
tried not to |l ook at her. "-any clothes you could put on?"

She didn't know who or what she was. She | ooked up at the creature or object that had
moved and nade noi ses toward her. Follow ng an ingrained program she enul at ed:
"Clothes...put...on?"

"Yeah, you know. anything to wwoo-" He was having trouble spitting it out, and he was
havi ng even nore troubl e keeping himself from ogling her

"Have any thing wwaoo-" she m nicked, conpletely baffl ed.

Just then, Rook dashed in. "Rand! | thought | heard voices!"

As she skidded to a stop, he was already waving his hands, trying to keep her from seeing
the situation. "Um don't cone any closer! | don't think you want to see, er-nmaybe we shoul d get
back to the Cycl-"

But she had al ready seen the naked wonman, and her open-nout hed surprise changed to anger.
"Stop being an idiot!" She el bowed hi maside and | ooked down at the young wonan, who was trenbling
and | ooking up at them both, apparently in a state of shock.

Rook spun around and grabbed the front of Rand's pullover. "You aninmal! How could you do
sonmething like this?"

"Hey, honest! | found her like that! She wasn't wearing a single piece of anything!" He
was astounded by the anger in her eyes, astounded that she could think he would assault soneone.
He was even nore astoni shed by sonething el se he thought he saw there. It was partially a | ook of
despair, as if Rand had betrayed her, betrayed sonme enotional investnent she had nade in him

She rel eased hi mand began taking off her faded yell ow hunting jacket, noving toward the
young wonman. "I'll just bet she wasn't, you scuzzwad!" She knelt to drape her jacket gently around
t he wonman's shoul ders.

"Tell nme," Rook said kindly, "why are you here all by yourself?"

"Here all by yourself," Ariel repeated.

Rand told Rook, "That's all she does, repeat what you say!"

Rook rose and went back to him "Now sl ow down and tell me what you're babbling about."

He shrugged. "Maybe she | ost her nenory."

Rook considered that. "You nean |ike through sonme sort of traum?"”

The young wonan was staring down blankly at the straw on which she sat. The scintillating
lights playing off her were fewer now.

Rand rode point, while Rook followed along with the frightened young woman huddl ed i n her
j acket .

They were observed by the optical sensors of a half dozen Shock Troopers and Pincer Ships.

"The Si nul agent has been accepted," the Regis's voice rang anong them "Follow and
observe! Make no attenpt to contact-as yet!"

Anni e, worried about Scott, stayed behind when the others went out foraging. Her few
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attenpts to get himto talk met with utter failure. As the sun clinbed higher, she idly inspected
the nearby hul k, and kept one eye on Scott. He didn't nove but sat beneath the gun turret, staring
of f into space.

Sonet hing bright in the sand caught her eye. "Hey, Scott, |ook what | found!" She swung it
fromits chain. "A pendant! Isn't it beautiful?"

But he never even turned her way. Annie's feelings were so hurt that she threw the
glittering thing back toward where she had found it, then squatted miserably in the dust, eyes
brimming with tears.

But a nonent |ater she was distracted by the approach of Scott's Al pha, still in Guardian
node. Annie junped to her feet, waving and smling up at the Veritech. "Hey, Lancer!"

A few seconds |ater, Lancer |eapt down fromthe cockpit. Annie trotted over to greet him
"Did everything go all right? Didja find any Protocul ture?"

He beamed, throw ng back the long purple tresses. "I found sonething even better! Come on
while I tell Scott."

She dashed after, thrilled without even knowi ng what the news was. "Scott! Wait'll you
hear this!"

Lancer stopped in front of the young lieutenant. "Scott, listen-" He stopped because Scott
hadn't even bothered to | ook up at him

Scott sighed listlessly. At last, still |ooking down, he said, "Yeah, what is it?"

But before Lancer could speak, they heard Lunk returning, |aughing and beepi ng the horn of
his truck. "Hey, everybody! Wait'll you see this! It's terrific!"

He was still carrying on as he stopped in a shower of gravel and sand and hopped out of

the cab. Scott wasn't any nore curious about Lunk's find than about Lancer's, but Lancer and Annie
wer e eager to hear

“"You won't believe it!" Lunk chortled. "It's a new type of Veritech fighter |I've never
seen before!" He was waving a manual. "See? It attaches to the back of the Alpha, and it'll double
or triple the range and firepower! It's called, uhh-"

He paused to thunmb through the manual. Scott surprised everyone by saying quietly, "It's a
Beta Fighter."

The other three went "Huh?" in concert, then Lunk continued. There was barely a nark on
the Beta, and he had already repaired the slight damage there was. He unfol ded one of the manual's
di agrams and showed it to Lancer and Annie.

The Beta was bigger and nmore burly | ooking than the Al pha. It was a nmecha of raw power
that could al so assune Battloid formand a kind of nodified Guardi an

Then it was Lancer's turn. He had |ocated two nore Al phas that | ooked |ike they could be
made conbat ready, especially given the surplus of spare parts |ying around.

Lunk was still giddy. "Wth four fighters and four Cyclones, we'll just plain knock the
Invid clear off this old world!"

Anni e was picturing herself in a victory parade. "Scott, this is so exciting! W're going
to have enough firepower to nake us a mniature arny!"

He | ooked at her angrily. "Four lousy fighters? Wiat difference will that nake agai nst the
I nvid? The people who died here were an arny, don't you understand that, any of you? This was part
of Admiral Hunter's handpicked force! And all we can do is end up just like them" He slamed his
fist against the torn hull furiously.

He hated hinself for saying it. He had spent the norning hating hinself for a variety of
reasons: for the death of his fiancée Marlene in the initial attack, when Scott was the only
survivor fromhis entire squadron. For |eading the others along on this quixotic quest across a
ruined Earth, with a lunatic vision of defeating the beings who had conquered an entire world. For
the despair that had envel oped and di sabl ed himconpletely, now that all his hopes were shattered.
For the sad necessity of telling them now, that it had all been a mistake, and they had to nmake
their own way fromhere on, as best they could..

Annie was in tears and Lunk's big fists were balled. He |looked a little |ike an angry
gorilla. "That does it. Bernard! Al right, you feel bad about your buddi es; we understand, and we
do, too. But is that any reason to take it out on Annie?"

Lunk took a step closer. "Get up." H's hamsize, scarred fists were raised.

But Lancer intervened, alnost frail and insubstantial next to Lunk, though they had al
seen Lancer fight and knew differently. "Lunk, stop. Take care of Annie, will you? I'Il talk to
Scott."

Lunk hesitated, then obeyed. Lancer went to squat next to Scott, who seened to be asleep

"Don't say anything, please, just listen. W're all with you, and we're still ready to
follow you in the fight against the Invid, because you-and we-are the |ast chance the Hunan race
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has. But if you give up now, the teamfalls apart, because you're the only one with the know how
to tackl e Reflex Point.

"Now | want you to renenber what you told us: we're all soldiers, and we have to do our
duty, whatever the cost, whatever happens.”

Scott's eyes had slowy opened, but he still stared out at the aftermath of the slaughter
Lunk, disgusted, led Annie off to begin work on the Al phas Lancer had found. After a nonent Lancer
foll owed them |I|eaving Scott alone and silent once nore.

There's no way to defeat the Invid. You' re insane, and now you' ve passed the insanity on
to others.

He lost track of tine until a sudden glint of |ight caught his eye. It was the sun shining
of f the pendant Annie had tossed aside. It was a cheap piece of jewelry; a lot of people in Mars
Di vision and the other units had carried it or sonmething like it. That rmade hi mrenmenber sonething
suddenly, and he dug out the | ocket Marlene had given hi mwhen they had parted-unknow ngly-for the
final time. It was a flat, heart-shaped netallic green |locket with a blood-red hol o-bead in the
center, not very expensive but unutterably dear to him

He activated it and it opened like a triptych. The air above the hol o-bead was shot
through with distortions, then the image of Marlene hung there, a Marl ene perhaps six inches tall
Her uniformwith its short skirt and boots showed off coltish | egs. She was gani ne and graceful
pal e, wi de-eyed, with I ong brown hair. Not beautiful, but very attractive.

The brief |oop began playing in nmid-message. "My love, | accept your marriage proposa
with all my heart. | can't tell you what this neans to me, or how long |I've dreant you woul d ask.
Yes, Scott: |'d be proud to spend the rest of ny life with you."

He had | ooked at it once, in the cockpit, just after she had given it to him wth nova-
bright joy. But in the countless other times he had opened it, Marlene was superinposed on a scene
of a flaming, plunging warcraft.

He cl anmped the | ocket shut once nmore, cutting off the loop. Marlene! Suddenly he heard the
sound of powerful engines and | ooked up. The APC was returning with Rook at the wheel and Annie
crouched nervously in the back seat. Rand was playing outrider on his Cyclone. The Al pha was
pl ayi ng nother hen to the bul ky Beta Fighter. Scott figured Lunk was babying the Beta al ong; the
bi g ex-soldier had sone flight time, although he preferred the ground. But who was that in the
APC s shot gun seat?

He got a better look and leapt to his feet without realizing it. Marlene!

The hair was a different color, but the face, the skin, the eyes-the very posture of her-
these things were those of his dead fiancée.

It's finally happened. |'ve driven nyself nad.

"It's like she's just learning to talk," Rook finished her story, "but she |learns very

qui ckly."
"How terrible the thing that happened to her nust have been," Lancer said sonberly.

Anni e was sniffling. She wi ped her eyes on the floppy sleeve of her battle jacket. "Well
I think it's awful!"

Rand | ooked grim "The Invid did this to her, you can bet on that."

Lancer had assured hinmsel f that there was nothing obviously wong with the young wonan.
There were no signs of bruises, wounds, or sexual assault. "We'd better get her to a town,
sonmewher e where she can be hel ped. "

The Si nul agent had been staring at Scott, unnerving him so that he stole only
intermttent glances at her. Now though, still watching him she shivered and groaned, then went
down on one knee. Scott couldn't escape the feeling that it had sonmething to do with him O maybe
| just want to believe that?

It seened inpossible that anyone could be such a close match of another Hunman being. He
had no faith in nmiracles, but he was beginning to think he would have to change his m nd, because
there was no other |ogical explanation

But there was no tine for insights; seconds later a deep thrumming vibrated the air, and
the freedomfighters whirled to see a flight of Invid necha heave into sight from behind a crashed
battl ecruiser.

The war machi nes spread out into a skirm shing line and began their slow approach, gliding
sonme thirty feet above the ground. Rand and Rook sprinted off toward their Cyclones. After a
monent's confusion, Lunk and Annie knelt to gather up the young wonan, as Lancer prepared to get
to his Robotech bike as well.

Rand halted to | ook back at Scott, who still stood rooted. "Come on, Scott! Hurry!"

Lancer seized Rand's arm "Forget about him and get to your Cyclone!"
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Rand gave Scott a brief, bitter |look. "Big talker." Then he rushed to battle

Lunk and Annie got Ariel to take cover behind an exploded cruiser's hull. The three
Cycl ones raced out to neet the enemy. W're lucky they didn't sinply open fire, Lancer thought.
Wth all of us caught in the open like that, it could have been a turkey shoot.

The Pi ncer Ships and Shock Troopers l|laid down an advanci ng barrage of fire, patterning
toward the oncoming riders. The annihilation discs fromtheir shoul der cannons streamed down,
fountaining sand and fire and debris wherever they hit.

Scott watched nunbly. Part of himwanted to fight and part of himsinply wanted to end it
all. He wanted to give in to the seem ngly endl ess weari ness and bl oodshed and pai n, and accept
his fate then and there. Then he realized that the woman was on her feet.

She seened to be about to break down into tears. She stepped out of the cover into which
Lunk had carried her and strode like a sleepwal ker out onto the hot sand. She stared up at the
oncom ng Invid sortie, and whinmpered. Lunk started to go after her and drag her back, but the
near by inpact of two discs sent himfalling backward.

Scott screaned, "Hey, what are you trying to do, get killed?" It occurred to himthat
soneone el se mght as well ask the sane question of him standing out there in the open

Lunk and Annie braved the alien volleys to reach her and try to carry her back to safety.
But she was frozen there, and the Invid closed in, their fire sending up colums of flane to al
sides. She put both hands to her ears and screamed, screaned.

As Scott watched her face, it was as though Marl ene were scream ng. The sound of it struck
through every cell of him It was the sound he had i magi ned a thousand times-her |ast scream as
she died in the eneny onsl aught.

Mar | ene!

Bef ore he knew what was going on, he was vaulting for the Al pha's cockpit. He how ed away
into the air, pulled on his thinking cap, and buckl ed his harness. Scott changed to Al pha to
Veritech npde, wi ngs swept back for high-speed atnospheric dogfighting.

He had remenbered what he was fighting for

CHAPTER El GHT

Peopl e are nostly stupid and hateful and cruel to one another but-hell; let's save the world' s ass
anyway. It's better than being bored.
Rook

The three pincer ships cane at scott in a tight V fornation. He tagged the starboard wingnate with
an air-to-air mssile and banked past the falling, burning bits of it as the surviving two broke
to either side to avoid him

He read the displays; the target acquisition conputers were working overtine. He |aunched
anot her flight of missiles; a Pincer dodged one only to be skeeted head-on by another.

"All right; who's next?"

The third personal -arnor Pincer was the next one to cone in at him Frisbeeing the white-
hot discs. Its claws were bent close to it to decrease wi nd resistance and i ncrease airspeed.
Scott missed with a burst fromhis wing cannon

How t he bl azes do they manage to naneuver so fast?

But he knew he had been | ucky; his whole team had. It was niracul ous that the Invid,
cat chi ng them unprepared and out in the open like that, hadn't incinerated them

He | ooped, trying to get into the Invid' s six o' clock position for the kill.

Rand brought his Cyc through a skidding 180°-turn, throwing up a shower of grit, as
anni hilation discs registered hits to all sides. The Shock Trooper stunped toward him raising its
i mrense claws, its two shoul der cannons pointing in his direction. Rand got off one round fromthe
front - hub- nount ed gun, cursing the fact that he hadn't had tine to don his arnor. Then he was
flung back as a near nmiss fromthe Trooper's heavy guns bl ew himand his Cycl one backward through
the air.

He landed in a shallow pit, stunned, waiting for an alloy claw to cl ose around hi m and
snip himin two or for a disc to burn himto ash. Instead he regained full consciousness in
monents, spitting out sand and swearing. A thunder in the sky made hi m| ook up; the Shock Trooper
roared by overhead, with Scott rocking it with cannon sal vos.

Scott lost track of the Trooper, though, as the |ast Pincer Ship got on his tail and raked
himwi th near-niss fire.

Rand, standing up in the pit, wiped the dirt off his face and i nvoked an all-enbracing
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line fromone of his favorite prewar notion pictures, shaking his fist at the sky. "lI'mnmad as
hell and |I'm not gonna take it anynore!"
Then he spotted the grounded Bet a.

Lunk and Anni e had the young ammesi ac back under cover. "Don't worry," Annie told her
"The Invid won't hurt you, | pronise! W won't let them"
The Sinmulagent's face was warm and slick with tears.

Rand was studying the nanual while he pulled on his thinking cap and warmed up the ship
He was trying to forget the fact that, except for a few hours in the Al pha under Scott's tutel age,
he had never flown at all

But the engines cane up, deeper and nore powerful than any Al pha's engine. Although the
Beta was |ight on sensor gear and counterneasures equi pnent and certainly | ess maneuverabl e than
an Al pha, it was fearsonely arned.

He was debating the best way to lift off when the heavy fighter rocked and nearly
overturned. He saw through a stern nonitor that a Shock Trooper had | anded to take a swipe at it.
Only the Beta's reinforced Robotech all oy arnor had saved it-and him

Rand grabbed the control grips, wenched the stem back, and i maged the nove to the
receptors in the flight helnet. The Beta's engines erupted; the Shock Trooper was knocked backward
tunbl i ng, cracking open, becom ng a pi nwheel of flame. The Beta arrowed away fromthe standi ng
start, riding a colum of snmoke, fire, and ground-shaking thunder

Rand | aughed to hinsel f nervously. "Now That's what | call-huh?"

The last Pincer Ship dove in at him skinmng annihilation discs fromboth shoul der
mounts. He juked his ship inexpertly, trying to evade the Pincer, wondering if this was to be the
briefest solo on record.

Then he heard Scott's voice, "Hold on, Rand!" These were the nost wel cone words he had
ever heard in his |ife. Above and behind the Invid and closing in fast, Rand saw the Al pha
| aunching a spread of missiles.

The Pincer Ship dodged and juked like a denon, but one air-to-air got a piece of it. The
knee juncture of one of the nonstrous, crablike |egs exploded. The Pincer cut in all thrusters and
went off, tunbling and bl asting across the sky |like sonme erratic conet.

Scott let it go, and fell in with Rand to try to talk himdown. But there wasn't tinme. The
Beta was flying upside down. Rand held his breath, fought off the inpulse to close his eyes, and
went in for a |anding.

He managed to get rightside up at the |last nmonment, but that was about all. The massive
arnmor of the Beta got himthrough a | anding that woul d have denolished on Al pha, or al nost any
ot her mecha. The ship skidded, punched conpletely through an enpty troop carrier, skidded sone
nmore (while Rand recall ed prayers he hadn't thought about in years) and ended up penetrating the
hull of a tanker. She finally cane to rest in the shadow main hold, Iit by the few rays of
sunlight that found their way in through hull punctures. She was nose-down but intact.

Rand lay with his chin on the instrunent panel, the rest of his body piled up behind, the
operating manual on his head like an A-frane roof.

A perfect landing. In the sense that |I'mgonna be able to walk away fromit. O at |east
be carri ed.

Extraction of the Beta and reactivation of the other Al phas took nost of the rest of that
Il ong day. The teamwanted to stay |onger to get everything they could fromthe battlefield, but
they didn't dare; there was no telling when the Invid woul d be back. They gat hered what suppli es,
ordnance, Protoculture, and equi pnent they could and prepared to nove out.

"CGood fight," Scott told them neeting everyone's gaze. But sonething showed in his eyes
that hadn't been there before: an awareness that people had their limts, and that those limts
were not so confining as he had thought.

Around them the Al phas were poi sed, noses al nbst touching the ground. The | ower half of
the Beta's nose was swung open |ike a trapdoor, its pilot's seat | owered for boarding. Lunk's
truck was | oaded. The team watched Scott.

"But as a result, we're short on Protoculture,” he continued, "and we can't risk another
tangle with the Invid, at |least not now, if we can possibly help it. Renenber that. Rand, do you
think you can fly that thing without killing yourself?"

Scott pointed toward the white-and-olive-drab Al pha. Rand scratched his cheek near one of
hi s nunerous bandages. "As long as we don't have to turn right or left," he allowed.

“I nprovi se. Lancer, the Beta Fighter's yours. Rook, the other Al pha, okay?"
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It was a VT with red-and-white narkings. Rook wore a hungry, feline smile. "Just l|leave it
to me."
They split up to get going. Annie and Lunk put Ariel into the truck
As the Veritechs took off and Lunk gunned his engine, a lone figure stood watching them
froma distant ridge. The Pincer Ship, its right leg blown away at the knee, relayed what it was
seeing to Reflex Point, and to the Regis.
The wi nd whi pped the Sinulagent's scarlet hair, as she rode next to Annie. "Reception is

perfect," the Regis's voice cane to the nmutilated Pincer Ship. "Miintain surveillance."

The subsi dence of the nountains around the Genesis Pit and the danger of increased Invid
patrol activity in the wake of events at rendezvous point K nade Scott wary; progress was slow in
the next few days. Roads and bridges had been shattered, and nountain passes were filled by quake
and aval anche.

Time and again the Veritechs were forced to airlift the truck and its stores, until the
Protocul ture supply becane critically |low. Long-range aerial scouting m ssions were inpossible;
Invid patrol activity was too intense. At last the freedomfighters reached a nountain tunnel that
a shifting of the Earth had permanently seal ed.

Wth the Veritechs' remaining operating tine drastically restricted, there was nothing to
do but try to find a detour. A small town |ay nearby, and the team nenbers agreed to check it out
as a first step.

But first they had to be sure the aircraft were safe. They parked the fighters in a part
of the tunnel that was undanmaged, near the entrance, then donned Cycl one arnor. The team used the
power - assi sted nmetal suits to nove boulders and wall in the VTs for safekeeping.

It was a strange sight-seven-plus-feet-tall gleanming giants lifting huge stones, in teans
when the wei ght was extrene, but often al one, tossing themlike nedicine balls. After the task was
conpl eted, the teamshed their arnor so they wouldn't attract any attention from possible Invid
patrols or frominforners. They set off toward the town.

The one thing the team hadn't brought was extreme cold-climte clothing; they hadn't
counted on being forced to go so high into the mountains. As the Cyclones sped along, with Lunk's
APC bringing up the rear, Rand shivered, "I can't s-stand it. I'mso cold!"

"Al'l the nmore reason for us to get out of here before the real winter weather hits," Scott
shot back.

The town lay in a valley at the confluence of a nunber of different nountain tracks and
streans that mght pronise a path through. Two other roads fromthe | ow ands ended there,
reinforcing Lancer's contention that it was probably a junping-off point.

Once they were down out of the heights they were nore confortable. The town itself, named
Deguel | 0 according to a hand-lettered sign on weather-silvered wood at its outskirts, was nore
prosperous than Rand woul d have expected. Apparently there was sone hi dden resource. A hidden
prewar supply depot, perhaps? His Forager instincts cane to the fore.

The town was like a |lot of others Rand and the rest had seen, a type Scott was getting to
know. Stucco, tiled roofs, wought-iron w ndow bars, whitewash that had | ong since faded. Cracked
pl aster, drainage ditches that were nostly clogged. Still, somehow, there were sonme crops and neat
and wares under the tattered awnings of the market stalls. Deguello was better off than many ot her
pl aces the team had seen

It was evident that nedical attention was avail able, but none too sophisticated. Most
clothing was patched and frayed. This was a typical post-lnvid settlenment where virtually nothing
was di scarded; it was repaired, reused, recycled, cannibalized, or traded for sonething el se. The
day of the use-and-discard consunmer society was nothing but a galling nmenory.

There were normal, struggling people trying to keep their lives together and trying to
function in a normal way, side by side with seedy types. The townspeopl e eyed the newconers and
their Cycs with cold interest. Rook automatically noted the weapons she saw. knives and chai ns and
conventional firearns; prewar nmilitary and hunting arns; sone police and honenade-type stuff. She
didn't notice any energy guns, which neant the team would have a trenmendous edge if they ran into
troubl e.

Let's hope there's no trouble, though, she thought. They | ook like they've been through
enough.

Just |ike everybody el se on Earth.

As the group pulled into the town's nain plaza, a nan stirred and | owered his sneared
pl astic cocktail glass, |ooking them over, adjusting his nmuch-worn w aparound shades. The grungy
kerchief tied around his head and his thick black beard made himlook like a pirate. He was
wearing ratty brown shoes with no socks, threadbare khaki pants, and a grinmy canoufl age shirt, of
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the sane fabric as his headband.

Scott dismounted first. Everyone knew that the plan was to | ook the town over and get some
kind of handle on the | ocal situation. They parked their cyclones and the APC w thout concern; in
this postwar world, anyone with a vehicle had the sense to boobytrap it, and their nonchal ance
woul d be the nost el oquent kind of proof that it would be wise not to neddle with the gl eam ng
nmecha.

Anni e was pressing the idea that they all go shopping at the market. Scott was about to
approve her expedition-it was as good a way to msdirect any watchers' attention as anything el se
he could cone up with-when the man who had seen their arrival approached.

"Well, howdy there, folks." He kept his distance, as it was wise to do in greeting new
people. Still, Scott could snell the odor fromhis body and fromhis nmouth of broken yell ow and-
bl ack teeth.

The days of cosnetic dentistry and TV-hyped, brandnane personal hygi ene were all over, and
t he beat en-down Human race was showing it. But people could be divided between those who stil
made the effort, with honmenmade soaps and pig-bristle toothbrushes, and those who had sinply
reverted to a nedieval way of |ife and thought.

"Thi nkin' about takin' a trip?" the man said. Lunk, |ooking on, wondered if Scott intended
to try to convince people that the teamjust happened to be up here on a pleasure jaunt. O
per haps gat hering dai si es.

"Them nountains is cramin' with Invid, y' know " Scott and Rand | ooked at himand said
not hi ng. "Yeah, there's an Invid fortress smack-dab in the mddle of that range; not even a rat
could get through. But there is a map that' Il show you a secret route. And it'll only cost you-"

He pull ed an anci ent pocket calculator. It was a sol arpowered nodel that had been nore of
a novelty than a work tool before the wars, but was very dear in these days when batteries were
scarce.

He squinted at their Cyclones, keying buttons. The cal cul ator beeped with a final sum
whi ch he showed them "-this much!"

Scott recoiled fromthe figure, payable in gold. "But we haven't got that kind of noney!"

The nman | ooked the Cycs over. "Well, there're those in this town who've been known to do
some barterin' and tradin'. Them fancy machi nes m ght do-"

"Forget it," Rand said flatly.

The man was about to argue, but stopped when he saw the |l ook in the Forager's eye. "Have
it your way, mifriend. But all the high-tone highway hardware in the world ain't gonna do you no

good if you're stuck here. And I'lIl tell you one thing: Paradise is waitin' fer you, right on the
ot her side of them nountains."”

He turned to go, "Look around; see if I'mnot telling you the straight gospel. If'n you
change your mnds, you can find ne right over there, nost any tine."

"Wthout that map, we'll never get through the nountains! W're stranded here!" Annie

said, close to tears.

"Wthin armis reach of the Invid," Scott added. "Rand, you shoul dn't have been so quick to
refuse to bargain."

Rand nade a sour face. "It's lucky for you you've got a Forager along, Lieutenant Bernard.
You think sonebody with a map that val uabl e would be | ounging around in the street, |ooking like
t hat ?"

"Rand's right," Rook added. "Maybe there's a map, but it's not very likely that that pig
has it. Wiy d' you think he was so anxious to cut a deal right away, before sone other con artist
could get to us?"

"It's a pretty good bet that this friendly little community is crawming with every kind of
sharpie there is," Rand said. "The way | see it, our best bet is to split up, take a | ook around,
and try to get the feel of the place."

Scott nodded in agreenent. "All of you be careful. Is everyone arned? Lunk will stay here
and guard the vehicles. Annie, you stick close to him got that?"

Lancer said, "I've heard one or two things about this place." He was renoving a pack from
his Cyclone. "I want to check themout, but it's sonething I'lIl have to do al one."

Soon the teamwas setting off in various directions, hoping Deguello held sone hope for
their survival

CHAPTER NI NE
Mom wasn't surprised at the way things were. | think she found grimirony in the fact that the one-
percenters were in the majority at |ast.
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Maria Bartl ey-Rand, Flower of Life: Journey Beyond Protoculture

Lunk was deeply engrossed in his gearhead wi ndow shopping. It was a great chance to exani ne sone
| ef tover war machinery. Annie put up with it for as long as she could and then, while he was on a
nmechani c' s creeper under an APC like his own, she slipped away to check out Deguello for herself.

She was surprised at how rmuch | owl and food and ot her goods were available in this nountain
out post. Maybe sonebody had di scovered an enerald m ne or sonething?

The fact that nost of the people living in Deguello were from sonewhere el se wasn't so
unusual ; the first two Robotech wars and the Invid conquest had set nobst of the world adrift. And
the fact that the teamwas in what had once been South America didn't really mean that nuch
anynore, either. Al nations were |long since extinct; all cultures had been thrown together
Everyone was engaged in the struggle for survival

But what struck Annie was strange was that so many fol ks seenmed to be waiting for
somet hi ng. She saw people holding furtive negotiations in taverns and alleys, and others marking
time in the square, looking this way and that as if expecting soneone. Annie also noticed that
peopl e were selling or trading their personal possessions in return for gold or gens-apparently
the only currency that counted here.

In some ways, it rem nded her of a romantic oldtime notion picture that was one of her
favorites, but there was no Rick's Cafe in Deguello, although she prided herself on |ooking just a
little like a young Ingrid Bergnman, when the light hit her just right, though Lunk and the others
scof f ed.

Still, it was nice to dream her dreans were the only things she really owned..
She scuffed her sneaker at a bit of garbage that lay on the pitted cobbl estone sidestreet,
aware that many eyes were followi ng her. Brother! |'ve been in sone creepy places in my tine, but

this one takes the booby prize. Wat a slinebucket zoo!

She was thinking that while watching a coughing, apparently tubercular nman shuffling al ong
and gagging in to a disgusting-looking rag. She was so distracted that she bunped right into
sonmebody.

"Hey, ya little geek, why'n'cha watch where yer goin'?"

He was definitely one of the Bad Boys, a snake-lean, rat-faced guy in a dark, greasy
junpsuit open to his shrunken waist. There was a scorpion tattoo on his cheek. He wore a chain
belt of massive links, and a blue Chicom Arny-style cap, with a red bandanna tied around his thin
| eft bicep. He had werewol f sideburns, a sawed-off 12gauge si de-by-side (a popul ar weapon in
Deguel I 0) in a shoulder rig, and there were fishhooks stitched to the knuckles of his fingerless
bl ack | eat her gl oves.

Her street instincts resurfaced, and she realized that she had been traveling in the
charned conpany of Robotech heroes for so long that she had forgotten how vul nerabl e she herself
was.

Uh-oh, Annie thought. It was her considerable |uck that he nerely clapped a hand down on
her cap and shoved, to send her stunbling, arms thrashing. But quick hands caught her, saving her
fromlanding on her derriere in the gutter

"You should be nore careful, little boy." She found herself |ooking up at a cl ean-cut,
handsome face-a young man who coul dn't be nore than eighteen or so. He had big blue eyes, wavy
bl ack hair, and a blinding snmle

She squirmed to break free of his grip. "I amnot a little boy! Wiat're you, blind? I'ma
woman! "

He | et her go, surprised, plainly upset that he had hurt her feelings. "lI'mterribly
sorry! Forgive ne. Um ny nane is Eddie."

She took a closer |ook at himand noticed that he resenbled-let's see...Janmes Dean! Only
nicer! He was a dreanboat in a white T-shirt and a | eather jacket!

She swayed toward him alnost nelting. "Cbhoy! I, | nean, |I'mAnnie! Eddie's ny favorite
name! You can call me Mnt!"

She vaguely recalled that she was supposed to be on a m ssion of espionage and derri ng-do.
"Um d'you live up in those nountains, by any chance?"

He chuckl ed; she sighed. "No, Annie. Only the Invid live up there. But beyond themis
Par adi se. "

Her eyes were the size of poker chips. "You nean all that stuff is true?”

He nodded, pointing at the distant nountains. She thought he was as beautiful as a hood
ornanent; "Paradise is a city that was set up by the old United Earth Governnent and the Southern
Cross Arny, so that if there was an invasion or a catastrophe, the Human race would be able to go
on. A kind of New Macross, | guess you could say."
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"Paradise is like Earth used to be before the Invid, or the Robotech Masters, or the
Zentraedi! People are free there, and safe."

Annie felt faint. A place where people were safe and free and happy! But what was Eddie
sayi ng?

"-the place for ne. It's taken us a long tine, but that's where ny famly's going. |-1
wi sh the whole world could be |ike Paradise."

Anni e | aunched herself straight. up, throwing her arms around his neck, clinging there,
swi ngi ng her feet. "Ch, Eddie! That's so beautiful! | love you! Please take ne with you?
Pl easepl easepl ease?"

The mayor of Deguello's mansion was as grand as a snall palace. The place had fallen into
extreme disrepair in the latter twentieth century, especially with the privations of the d oba
Civil War, and the First and Second Robotech Wars. But now there were signs of a revivification
The refl ecting pool and formal gardens had regai ned nuch of their glory; the mansion shone with
Iight and el egance.

The mayor, son of the previous mayor and descendent of nmany, sat in the ballroom holding
the hand of a beautiful woman who in turn owned his heart. Donald Maxwel |, so used to commanding
t he obedi ence of others, of navigating his way through the treacherous political waters of
Deguel | 0 and the post-invasion world, thought there was a cosnic symretry to it: everyone had
their Achilles' heel, and his was | ove.

Under the ballroom s chandeliers, brilliant even in daytine, and the paintings as big as
barn doors, portraits of a score of ancestors, he sat in his Louis XIV chair and she in hers. In
its time the ballroom had been the nost splendid and celebrated in a hundred nile radius. Now,
though, its decor was stranger than anything its original builders could ever have envi si oned.

"But we must tal k about our wedding, Carla," he was saying. "lIt's long past tine.

"Have you tired of ny lovetal k? Then think about what you have to gain if you marry ne!
I've always given you everything, anything you wanted. But this | need fromyou! And when you're
my wife, my only thought will be to nmake you happy!"

Maxwel I 's Northern European and North Anerican bl oodlines were evident in his blond hair
pal e skin, and Anglo features. His meticulously tailored three-piece pinstripe suit-a traditional
costume, as he regarded it-only served to set them off

Carla, too, was fair-skinned. She was slimand willow, a brown-haired, angel-faced young
wonan with a permanent air of sadness and a far-away | ook in her green eyes. She seened about to
speak, but then hesitant.

A servant entered and spoke softly. "Your pardon, sir, but your visitor has arrived."

Maxwel | 's hold on Carla's hand | oosened a bit. Wthout turning he comanded, "Show her
The servant bowed and left. To Carla he whispered, "Please! | need you so!"

She steel ed herself. "Why? Donal d, why do you insist on possessing ne? Wiy can't you j ust
accept what I'mwlling to give?"

He rose, hearing the door open again, releasing her hand. "Because you can be much nore
than that," he whispered again, nore harshly.

Then he turned away, and his fine, handnmade shoes clicked on the polished dance fl oor
"Ah! The fanmous M ss Yell ow Dancer! You honor us! Please do cone in; |'m Donald Maxwel |, Mayor of
Deguel | o, very pleased to nake your acquai ntance!"”

"You are so very kind," said Yellow Dancer with a shy |owering of her chin, her voice
mel odi ous and soft. She | ooked out at the ballroomin some wonder, through thick |ashes.

Parked there were three fighter planes of Gobal Gvil War vintage: a red Vanpire junpjet;
a needl e-nose Vandal all-weather fighter-bonber; and a Peregrine interceptor wearing the fanous
skul | - and- cr ossbones insignia of the American VF-84 Squadron-the Jolly Rogers.

Maxwel | had caught the | ook, was expecting it. "You find ny old relics interesting?

Mai ntai ning themis sonething of an extravagance, of course, but-it's something of a matter of
famly pride, you see."

No visitor had failed to be astounded at the sight. Maxwell drew a certain sensual
pl easure from seeing the scul pted brows of the renowned Yell ow Dancer raised high. "M. Mayor-
these planes still fly, then?"

He basked in the inpact his collection had made. "They haven't in nany, many years, but-of
course, or what would be the point of having thenf"

He indicated the way with a slight bow, Yellow fell in, walking between the gl eani ng
sl eek-1ined sky hunters while he went on. "lI'mno aviator, you see; they were refitted to fly by
auto-pilot, the very last word in Human gui dance systenry, before Robotechnol ogy changed all that
forever."

in.
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They had wal ked beneath the open | andi ng gear bays, the poised wings. Yellow could see
that the external hardpoints and pylons were | oaded with what seenmed to be real, functioning
ordnance, and that the jets |ooked fully operational

"The planes basically flew thensel ves," Maxwel|l was saying. "These were ny father's prized
possessions; they're dear to ne as he was dear to ne. They're all | really have left of him
really.”

They had come to two easy chairs over by the high wi ndows, sone distance fromwhere Carl a
sat. Maxwel | pointedly nmade no introductions. "Please sit down. Your note said that you're seeking
enpl oynment ?"

Yel | ow Dancer nodded, a purple wisp of hair falling across her cheek. "Yes, and | hear you
are the owner of a fabul ous nightspot here in town, correct?"

Maxwel | nodded, his eyes searching Yellow s, drinking her in. Lancer had heard through
resi stance sources that Maxwell was a collector of Yellow Dancer's perfornmance tapes and sound
recordings. In fact, the mayor had nade tentative inquiries with an eye to getting the |egendary
Yel | ow Dancer to performin his nmountain donain.

"I amindeed. And if the magnificent Yellow Dancer were to performthere, it would help ny
peopl e by boosting the town's econony-and my own, of course."

Yel | ow Dancer chuckled slyly. Unnoticed, Carla suddenly broke her sad reverie, her head
snappi ng up, eyes going toward where the two sat. "1'd be thrilled to, Mayor Maxwell," beaned
Yel | ow Dancer. Carla's breath caught in her throat, and she put one hand on the arm of her chair
feeling faint.

It can't be! But-1've got to be sure! She forced herself to her feet.

The nmayor was saying, "A bravura performance by Yellow Dancer will |ift people's spirits.
Certainly it will help in ny reelection canpaign.” It didn't |ook or sound |ike Maxwel | was very
worri ed about being unseated, though

Yel | ow Dancer | ooked up am ably, ready to greet the mayor's fiancée. A sudden astoni shnment
came across the fine-boned, androgynous face.

Carla could only stare down at Yellow It is Lancer!

Maxwel | hadn't noticed Yell ow s expression, because he was reaching up to take Carla's
hand. He nmade the introductions and added, "I have a splendid idea! W'I||l have ourselves a deal
Yellow, if you pronmise to sing a ballad for our wedding! And I'll nove the date up to tonorrow
af t ernoon. Now how s that ?"

Yel | ow barely heard what the mayor was saying. Like Carla, Yellow had the feeling that the
gol d of the sunset had engul fed the whole room whisking themto sone other tinme and place.

Maxwel | 's Club Inca was the finest spot in the region, but it was still a sad place, nore
of an echo of a bygone era than an evocation of it.

Carl a sat watching Yell ow Dancer nove across the stage, dedicating the first nunber to the
bride and groom The groom was of f somewhere attending to nore of his seem ngly endl ess business,
and the bride was trying to hold back her tears.

The noonti me weddi ng, at Maxwel|l's mansion, had been a joyless affair attended nostly by
his attendants and a few |l ocal notables. Carla had refused an el aborate weddi ng gown, insisting on
wearing a sinple blue frock. She had gone through the notions |like a zonbie, barely aware of what
she was doing, knowing only that Lancer hadn't cone to her

She had thought he woul d seek her out, and save her fromthe wedding. And then in tine she
realized that, for sone reason, that wasn't going to happen

But now, alone at her table at the Cub Inca, she watched Yel |l ow Dancer's every nove. She
couldn't be wong! Lancer nust have come back for her at |ast!

Yel |l ow wore one of her nost stylish outfits, a feminized version of the Cabaret MC s
costune, conplete with vest, bowtie, derby hat, and spats. Very Marlene Dietrich

As pronised, the song was an old M nnei nunber, sung for the mayor and the new Ms
Maxwel | . The al luring chanteuse broke into song, acconpani ed by recorded nusic because the house
band just wasn't up to her level of perfornmance.

How could it all have turned out this way? Carla wondered, staring into her chanpagne
gl ass as though the answer were there.

Her menory strayed again, back to a tine just after the Invid destroyed the planet Earth.

The brunt of the conquest was over in hours. Striking with beam weapons and energy effects
that humanity still could not conprehend, the Invid extermi nated over eighty percent of the Hunman
race. Many nore died as the Invid mecha descended to ravage and sl ay.

The remmants of the Arny of the Southern Cross rose to fight, were thrown back in defeat,
regrouped, tried again agai nst any sane hope, and were shattered beyond repair.
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Still there were those who refused to surrender, as the aliens established thensel ves and
began their pacification of the planet. One of these was a young avi ator reservi st naned Lancer
who had just begun to explore his love with a woman naned Carla when the hordes fromthe stars
struck.

Even as the Invid established their network of quislings, inforners, and assassination
squads, Lancer and a few others were plotting for a final attenpt to strike at the heart of the
I nvid beachhead.

But the raid was a final disaster. Wunded, attenpting to get back to her, Lancer had
crash-landed his Veritech less than a mile fromher door. Sonmehow, Carla had gotten himto what
was | eft of her hone.

By then, nost of the people still alive were those willing to subnmit to the Invid. Sone
even served them hunted down their enenies and offered themup to the triunphant invaders.

Lancer had barely conme to in Carla's bed when the sounds of the hue and cry drifted up
fromthe streets. Rifle butts were bashing at doors; hounds bayed.

In time, the manhunt cane to Carla's house.

CHAPTER TEN

If you hold it against me that | was a little theatrical in what | did, and you don't care to
consi der The Scarlet Pinpernel or Zorro, be kind enough to keep in mnd what | acconplished, and
Il et the record speak for itself.

O if not, either walk on by or step out back.

Remark attributed to Lancer

That time seened so renote, Carla thought, and yet it renained so crystal-clear in her nind

Lancer had a fine record as a nmilitary officer, but he had left the Southern Cross
sonetime before the Invid attack because he had been unable to fight the urge he felt to be a
performer. His soft, intimate way with sone songs, his brassy, crowd-pleasing style with others,
made hima natural; but there was another side to his art.

An interest in theater had led himto investigate the Japanese traditions of No, Bunraku,
Bugaku, and especially Kabuki. He found that he |l oved to perform cl owni sh Saruwaka antics nore
than he |iked any Aragoto swaggering heroic |ead, and in somewhat the same way, the nartial
juggling/acrobatics of the Hoka possessed him

And he came, in tine, alnbst against his will, to a fascination with the revered craft of
the Onna-gata-the tradition of female roles portrayed by specializing nale actors-and the gentle
Wagot o style of acting.

Lancer found a strange understandi ng of hinself through the Misunme, the ingenue role, and
dramatic masters encouraged himto study the art. In the West there was still, in many quarters, a
horror at the blurring of gender lines. But in the Kabuki his talent was appl auded, by nen and
worren both, for its triunph of art over stereotype, and for its subnersion of self in role.

Lancer returned to the Anericas with new thoughts in his head. He began to revive the type
of gender-bl ending pop nusic figure that had di sappeared with the outbreak of the d obal GCivi
VAAr .

When he net Carla, she seemed inmediately to understand everything. Carla becane his co-
conspirator, his lover, his confidant, his fiancée. She became a mminstay of his Iife, show ng her
affection for his Miusume persona, joining himin a world where conventi ons and Western narrowness
had no hol d.

Everything was fine until the Invid cane. Wiile Earth passed into the flanes, a young
reserve aviator naned Lancer lay listening to the tread of Shock Trooper necha and the sound of
rifle butts and hobnail ed boots breaking down doors in the alley outside.

Carla was already nearly as adept at sonme parts of his craft as he. "There's only one way
you can survive, and that's as Yell ow Dancer," she said, even as she was setting out makeup

When the I nvid manhunters cane in they found only two frightened wonen. Their insistent
search turned up nothing-Lancer's VT arnor having been | eft behind-and they went away grunbling,
the Shock Trooper's optical sensor indicating nothing as the hul king war nmachi ne turned to go.

Carla leaned to kiss her lover longingly. "You' re Yell ow Dancer now. You nmust be, every
monent, or we're dead."

In retrospect, it seened a happy tinme but sitting at the table in the Club Inca, Carla
knew that it had been filled with fear and travail. By foot and ox cart and stolen bike and a half-
dozen ot her means that they took as the occasion arose, she and Yel |l ow Dancer noved toward sone
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hoped-for safety. Yellow even began singing for their supper, when the opportunity came up. Not
only did Yell ow Dancer's persona subnmerge Lancer's; Yellow and Carla came to neld, in a way.

Then there canme a day in a huge rail termnal, both of themclutching forged docunents
fromthe Resistance that would get themto a possible place of safety. The region they were in was
somewhat neutral, and Carla's |over was Lancer once nore. Dark thoughts seened to have overtaken
hi m once his nal e persona reasserted itself; the hal cyon days of the escape were over, and aliens
strode the Earth, exterminating Human beings at wll.

And as the bullet train began noving, Lancer leapt fromit. The doors shut and secured
automatically behind him He crouched, staring at the surface of the train platformso that he
woul dn't have to neet her gaze. Lancer had to let the train take Carla to safety so that he could
join the Resistance in the fight against the Invid.

Carla was gone fromthe sad little bridal party table by the time Yell ow Dancer finished
her encore set. Yellow went downstairs to her makeshift dressing room Wat point would there have
been in seeing Carla alone? The Invid kept the two apart, no |less today than on that day in the
rail station.

When Yel | ow Dancer opened the door, Carla sat waiting.

Yel | ow Dancer and Lancer surged and vied in a single mind. Carla seened snall and frail
sitting with her hands in her |lap, facing the door, waiting only for Yellow s return. "After three
years," she whi spered. "You've come back for me at last!"”

Tears ran down her cheeks as she watched Yellow sit down. "Tine stopped having any neani ng
for me, do you know what that feels |ike? What happened to you? I've felt-nmy |life has been so
enpty!"

VWhat Yell ow might have said will never be known; at that nonent the door slamred open and
Anni e rushed in. "Lancer! Qops, didn't nean to interrupt, but-1"min |ove!"

"That's all right, Annie," Lancer replied, but his eyes were on Carl a.

In love, Carla thought. Lancer was | ooking at her now, not Yellow Dancer. "I-I was in |ove
with sonmeone once," Carla told Annie haltingly, wondering if she sounded deranged.
Anni e appeared not to notice Carla's despair. "Fall in |love again, okay? Then you'll be

just as happy as | am™"

Anni e gripped Lancer's hand. "Eddie and his folks are getting a nap, an honest one,
that'Il tell themhow to get through the nountains to Paradi se. And they' re taking nme al ong!
They're gonna be ny famly!"

It dawned on her that neither Yellow Dancer nor Carla seened very happy for her. She
junmped of f the couch and resettled her E.T. cap. "I just couldn't |eave without saying good-bye.
Un well, ny dreanboat's waiting-g' byel" She skipped out the door, tra-la-Ila-ing.

"CGood- bye, Annie," Yell ow Dancer said softly.

"Love," Carla mnused, realizing what it was that she had seen in Lancer's eyes. "And ours
is gone forever, isn't that what you were going to say?"

Anni e caught up with Eddi e where he was waiting for his father at the Central Deguello
Bank. M. Truman came down the steps of the bank with a briefcase under one arm |ooking up as he
heard his son call out to him

Eddi e's father had been away for a few days, so Eddie said, "lI'd like you to neet a very
special friend of mne."

"Hi, M. Truman! My nanme's Annie LaBelle!"

Truman, a | ean, stoop-shouldered man with salt-and-pepper hair and nustache, had a
careworn face and wore nuch-repaired wire-rimglasses. He | ooked weary but friendly. "Well, Annie
LaBelle, I'"mvery pleased to make your acquai ntance.”

He t hought he knew why Eddie had taken a liking to Annie; she was so nuch |ike Eddie's
little sister, Aly-Aly, dead these eighteen nmonths since the Wite Virus cut its swath through the
region.

To his son, Trunman said, "Eddie, we'll be |eaving soon-just as soon as | wap up a few
things. | found a buyer who wants the shop, and Ms. Perio upped her offer for the house. Make
sure everything' s packed, and as soon as | get hone, we'll be on our way."

Eddi e shifted fromfoot to foot, hands in the pockets of his l|eather jacket. "Um Dad,
told Annie she could cone with us. "

Truman et show a faint smile. "Wy, of course you did, Son. Don't |eave anything behind,
Annie; we're getting out of here for good."

As M. Truman wal ked of f, Eddi e whooped and did a little war dance; Annie pirouetted,
giggling deliriously. "Paradise, we're on our way!"
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The ten-ounce gold bars, flat and wi de as candy bars but nuch snaller, |ooked so
insignificant there on the desk, M. Truman thought. And yet they had taken so nuch tine and
sacrifice and work to accunul ate. The sunlight stream ng through the tall w ndows nade them so
bright that they nade him squint.

Across the wi de desk, Mayor Maxwell said, "You should be proud, M. Truman. | know what
you had to go through to get this, but not one man in a hundred succeeds like this."

Truman nodded tiredly. It had been explained to him |ong since, why Maxwell's nmap cost so
much. Certain parts of the route had to be changed constantly, to reflect new Invid activities and
patrolling patterns. And there was the need for Maxwell's Lurp teans to set up safe resting places
and resupply caches along the route. The cost of maintaining the teanms was high, not to nmention
the fact that a cut of all proceeds went to the Resistance effort against the Invid.

O so Maxwel |l insisted. There were runors to the contrary, but there were runors about
everything in Deguello. Reliable people swore they had heard fromfriends and rel ati ves who had
made it to Paradise, and that Maxwell was a trustworthy man. Trunman was too tired to hesitate
anynore, too ground down by the | oss of a daughter and the dead-end of life in Deguello. He just
wanted to be on his way, to get his fanmily to the safety of Paradise.

Maxwel | handed over a fol ded, waterproofed bundle. "And here's a current map show ng the

safe route through the nountains. It was updated by my Lurps just this week; you'll be safe with
this."

Truman accepted it with a trenbling hand. "Thank you, sir."

“I'n Paradise, you'll live a better life," Maxwell said. "I'"mglad you' re the one getting
this, Truman. | know what sone people think of nme, asking all the nmarket will bear for these naps,
but-the traffic along the secret route has to be kept to a mininum and there's still the
Resi stance to finance. Still, | sleep better when the people | help deserve it."

Carla, on the other side of the ballroom stared through the big tropical fishtank there,
wat chi ng the scene played out as she had watched it played out dozens of tines before. She | ooked
at the map Truman hel d, wi shing-struggling with herself.

Truman was qui ckly on his way, eager to get a start in what was |left of the day. Carla sat
in awng chair near a wi ndow, |ooking up at the nearby nountains.

The team mnus Annie, was nmaeki ng a poor afternoon snack of a few canned party tidbits-
salted nuts and the |ike-of prewar vintage, at an outdoor table. Buying local food, even at high
prices, seemed wiser than eating current-dated Mars Division rations out where people night take
noti ce.

All their inquiries had gotten them nowhere. There were other people with nysterious maps-
in fact, it seenmed to be one of the town's major industries. But what little reliable advice they
had been able to get said that none were to be trusted-except, perhaps, the mayor's. And the price
of the mayor's hel p, payable in gold, was beyond the team s reach

Lancer had told the team about his contact with Maxwell. But he told them nothing of his
old ties with Carla, and so there seened to be no avenue of map-acquisition there; Maxwell was al
busi ness.

Scott was seriously considering letting Maxwel |l know who and what the team nenbers were,
but held off. More than one purported Resistance synpathizer had turned out to be an Invid
stoolie.

Meanwhil e, the team was concerned about Annie and her new adopted fanmily. They coul dn't
bl ame her for wanting to restore sone kind of stability to her life, even though her trip to
Par adi se did sound |ike a pipe dream But Scott worried that she would inadvertently tell nore
than she shoul d. However much she was sworn to silence, there was always the chance that she would
betray the teaml s secrets.

Rand, chasing one of the few surviving pistachios around the dish, said, "They'll be
serving free buffets in Deguello before we can ever scrape together the noney for Maxwell's map
So what're we gonna do now?"

Scott stared down at his coffee. He had a plan to fall back on, and as nuch as he
regretted using it, it seened like the team s only hope now. Scott's plan was to pay a call on
Maxwel I, in full arnor, with VIs in Battloid node, and force the man to hand over the map. Then
they woul d make a break for the nountains, |eaving the mayor inconmmuni cado. Hopefully they would
get through before anybody could alert the Invid.

Scott was about to bring it up, but Rook spoke first. "Hell, it seens like this one never
worries about anything." By that, she neant Ariel, who still wore Rook's jacket, and who stil
| ooked at the world with the | ost expression of a total stranger
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And yet, Scott thought, it wasn't really irritation Rook was showi ng. Instead it was
concern. Mst traumatic-amesia cases recovered in a few days, but this woman had been a bl ank for
a week now.

Scott sighed. "I'mglad you brought that up. Isn't it about tine we gave her a nane of
sone ki nd?"

The Sinul agent nade a little questioning sound, aware that they were talking about her
Rand snirked, "Hey Lunk! How 'bout you giving us a few suggestions?"

Lunk | ooked upset; as he always did when anyone asked himto take a lead. "I, ah, | bet
Scott could conme up with a nice name."

Scott had intended to say sonething el se, but found hinself asking, "Wy don't we call her
Mar | ene?"

Rook's brows knit; she knew the story of Scott's fiancée's death. Lancer broke in, "Wy
don't we just let her tell us when she's good and ready?"

Rook shrugged. "Until then, Marlene's as good a name as any."

But none of that solved the nmap problem They discussed the situation again, until Lancer
rose fromthe table. "I want to look into a fewnore things. I'Il catch up with you later."

They wat ched hi m go. Rook thought, Wiy do | get the inpression he just nade a decision?
She heard a murnmuring and saw t hat the young woman was repeating the nane Marlene to herself.

Maxwel | was away on nore of his unnamed business; and Carla invited Lancer in, bringing
himto the bal cony overl ooking the ballroom She poured sone of the green tea she knew he | oved, a
true rarity in that part of the world nowadays, and made himsit by the grand piano Maxwel | had
bought her.

Carla played a soft Mnmei nelody, her touch rmuch nore deft than it had been two years
bef ore.

Lancer went to the open French doors, to stare at the snowcapped nountains. "Carla, tel
me: how does Donal d Maxwel | nake his noney?"

Her smle slipped, then was back in place. "You know the lyrics to this one; would you
like to-"

"What is Donald doing that you can't tal k about?"

"I, I can't tell you."

He went and hel d her hands down so that the nusic stopped on a discordant note. "Now
listen to ne: there's sonething terribly wong about this map business. Wn't you tell nme what it
is, before sonebody gets hurt? And then we can | eave this place together, Carla. Carla, tell ne!"

She hesitated, but swayed toward himfor a nonment, her eyes on his, as if sone greater
gravity had hold of her.

“I"1l find us a place that will be nuch better for both of us,"” he prom sed.

She stood to | ook across at the bal cony's opposite wi ndows, to | ook west. "Lancer, let's
go that way! To the warm sea breezes and the sunlight! 1'Il nmake you happy there, | swear it!"

"“I've been down there, Carla. |'mbeing hunted, and so are the people with nme. And we have

a job to do. The only way out for us is over the nountains."

Her eyes dropped. In a very small voice, she confessed, "There's no way across those
mount ai ns, Lancer. The Invid control everything. Everyone who tries it dies, |I'msure of that
now. "

"Here's a copy of the map," Annie said in secret-agent tones, |ooking around, slapping it
into Scott's gloved palm "The real map, the mayor's!"

She was hitching up the pink brushed-suede rucksack she had been wearing when Scott first
met her, the one that contained everything she had in the world. Scott gaped at her

"I, um borrowed it from Eddie's father and photocopied it!" she gushed. "I"'moff nowto
Paradi se with ny new famly. Eddie's nother and father are so-000 nice! You guys nmake sure you
foll ow qui ck, okay? The route'll probably change again in a coupla days, because the Invid are

al ways changing their surveillance. Bye, Scott! Bye, Marlene! Bye, everyone!"

She frolicked away, |aughing giddily.

Scott, watching her go, unfolded the map slowy. Rand and Rook and Lunk were ecstatic. The
ot her team nmenbers went off to see to their vehicles.

Ref | ex Poi nt was suddenly much nearer

Scott | ooked at the map, matching it up with a hand held display that showed aerial survey
records fromthe menory banks of his Alpha. It didn't take long for his face to go fromelation to
scow i ng anger. A fake..
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Wio will ride?
Wio will fall?
Cycl one Psychos!
Deguel | o bal I ad

"That's his business, selling fake maps," Carla was telling Lancer

"And nobody knows because nobody cones back. Did he start the runors about Paradise, too?"

She gul ped and nodded. Lancer |ooked around him "And that's what pays for all of this.
Sheer dunb, stubborn Hurman hope and | ongi ng. Maxwell's going to pay-"

He stopped as he heard an engine roar at the edge of town. From his vantage point high up
Lancer coul d see over the nmansion wall to the street where Annie and Eddie sat in the back of the
Truman fanmily's all-terrain truck.

Most of the cargo bed was taken up by the Trumans' good and baggage, | ashed under tarps.
As the ATT pull ed away, Maxwell and a hal f-dozen of his Lurp scouts waved. Near themwere two all-
terrain jeeps.

"Anni e!"

Lancer dashed for the door

Arnored and mounted, the team nmade final checks, ready to begin the pursuit. Cycs were
tested for battle-readiness; Lunk nade sure that the anmp well for the Stinger autocannon nounted
in his APCs prowwas filled to the brimw th |inked amunition. Mrlene sat next to Lunk, |ooking
nore bewi |l dered than ever.

Scott was ripping up the map, though he already entered its directions in the displays, in
order to trail the Trumans. "Wen | get ny hands on Maxwell-"

Lancer snapped, "There's no tine to think about Maxwell now W' ve got to catch Annie
before it's too late!"

Al four Cycs went into wheelies, a way of rel easing energy and yet not getting too far
ahead while the APC accel erated. They streaked away toward the nountains.

Carl a had watched from her vantage point in the mansi on. Now she raced down the stairs and
past the three silent fighter planes, flinging herself at the door; determined to steal a car or
do whatever it took to catch Lancer and go on with himor die with him She was deternined not to
be | eft behind ever again.

But Maxwel | cane through the door. "Hey! What're you doing, Carla? What've you been up
to?"

"I told them Donald! | told them everything!"

The teamroared up the nountain roads, the Cyclones taking curves as only Robotech necha
could, Lunk doing his best to keep fromfalling behind. "W're conmin', Mnt!"

Mar | ene suddenly cried out, holding her head as if she had been hit by a migraine. "I, |
heard them Sonething...there's trouble!"

Truman sl owed down his all-terrain truck, adjusting his glasses, squinting at the map. "I
can't understand it. | can't orient this map; it doesn't nake any sense."

Hs wife, a kindly woman with an open, fleshy face and hair pulled back in a black bun
| ooked on disheartenedly, doing her best not to distract him

Suddenly she | ooked up in terror, as shadows crossed the w ndshi el d.

At the back of the cargo bed, Eddie was joking with Annie. She understood that he regarded
her as a kid sister and had decided to wait until she got to Paradise to nake her nove. If a
little makeup could work wonders for Yellow Dancer, she could imgine what it could do for Annie
LaBel | e!

Then she heard a roaring of thrusters, and bul ky nmecha hel i ographed the sun in a cl ose
pass.

“I'nvid!" She could see four Pincer Ships, claws fol ded close to themwhile they nade their
attack dives. M. Truman had seen them too, and began swerving as the first annihilation discs
hit. The all-terrain truck wove back and forth on the road, the Invid seeming to drive it al nost
playfully, until at last M. Truman swerved sidelong into a boul der, and Annie and Eddi e were
thrown fromthe cargo bed.

A strafing Pincer chopped a |ine of explosions along the road, and Eddie rolled into the
ditch with Annie in his arns. M. Trunman and his wife fell along after, clutching one another. The
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Pincer's wi ngmates held back while the | eader cane in for the kill.

Then there was an additional explosion and they saw that the | eader was wobbling and
tunbling through the air, |ike an unstrung, burning puppet. It erupted into a balloon of energy,
snoke, and shrapnel just before it struck a nearby cliff.

Anni e | ooked up, dazed. Suddenly there were Cyclone kni ghts everywhere in the sky. Al at
once, the Invid were getting a costly lesson in dogfight tactics and | earning that the sky was
still a hotly contested killing ground.

Lancer pulled up nearby, still on his Cyc, and Lunk in his truck. "Get themout of here
while we cover!"™ Scott's voice came over the tac net.

Rook' s red-and-silver arnmor was sl eeker, nore maneuverable than the others', and had that
wi de-bore | ong-gun that was unique to it. Scott's blue-and-silver was nore heavily arned than
before, with an assault-rifle nodule acquired in the weckage of his strikeforce's graveyard; he
stood straddl e-l1egged, letting the Invid cone at him and held the trigger down.

Rand' s arnor, |ight-blue-and-silver, seemed nore specialized for handgun-firing, and that
suited himjust fine, the arnmor wielding a bigger, nore powerful version of the H90.

Then Lancer scooped up Marl ene, who had di snounted in a nunbed astoni shnment, set her
behi nd himon his Cyclone, and started off. Annie and Eddi e hel ped his parents into Lunk's truck
and it accelerated to catch up. The Cycs fell back in good order, firing, as the Invid cane down
at them but then split up as the firing becanme too intense.

Scott jetted backward on thrusters that set the brush among the trees afire, awaiting his
chance. He could see Rand and Rook doing the sanme. Trees and nmounds of soil and rock expl oded, the
Invid | ashing out at everything in their frustration

At | ast the defenders were driven down to a | owernost verge. Fromthat spot they coul d
either go to the open sky, where they would be shot |ike clay pigeons, or to the forest that lay a
few hundred yards below. Invid fire turned nearby trees into Roman candl es.

Scott said, "W have to nake themthink they've won." | hope Lunk and Annie and the rest
have gotten far enough away! He disnounted two missiles froma forearmpod, tw sted their warheads
to adjust, and waited, as the Invid rushed dowmn. "On three! One..."

The arnored Cycriders set up a network of fire, crisscrossing the sky with brilliant
bursts, jostling the Invid as the Pincer Ships came within range.

Scott gave the warheads a final twi st, then tossed the m ssiles down, and took up firing
again. "Two..."

He and Rand and Rook were throwi ng up a furious barrage, heels hanging over the edge of
the cliff, the dirt and gravel they had scuffed |oose falling. The Invid s attack-pass cut the
air.

"Three!"

The Cycs junped back, dropped. Invid annihilation discs hit the | edge where they had been
standi ng, raising huge gouts of flanme and debris and snoke.

Al't hough the Regis's awareness was not in the Invid there, they spoke to one another wth
her voice. They did not know that Marlene was anong the prey, and that she was part of a greater
pl an.

Instead they heard the Regis's standing orders in their ninds, Elimnate all resistance!
Neutralize rebel forces. They nust not be allowed to escape! Kill themall

dinging to Lancer's arnmored mddl e, Marlene suddenly cringed. "The, the voices again!"
She seened about to faint. "Rand and the others-they ran!"

Lancer had his hands full with the pitched descent of the nobuntain road. But he wondered,
Does she mean Scott and the rest? And how does she know?

Then Lancer, followed by Lunk, rounded a corner and had to stop. The way was bl ocked by
Maxwel | and a score of arned nen.

They were equi pped to tackle even Cyc arnor, with old LAWrockets, RPGs, a few Manville X-
18s, and a truck mounted with a heavy machi ne gun. Lancer fought off the urge to break away and
come back later. But Maxwell mght not let the others Iive |ong enough to be rescued, and above
all, Carla was with the mayor, standing in the back of his staff car, her hand caught up in his.

Truman was standing up in the bed of Lunk's truck, gripping the cab frame. "Maxwel |, you
lied. "

“I'"'ma good businessman and you're not; don't cone crying to nme. There is no way through
the mount ai ns. Congratul ati ons on being the first to ever conme back. However-"

Maxwel | showed a thin smle. "Now that you know nmy secret, you can't be allowed to return
You understand, |'msure. WIIl you please step down and |line up over there?"
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Maxwel | 's men had the angle on themfromall sides with high-powered rifles, punp
shot guns, and some Galil heavy assault pieces |oaded, no doubt, with arnor-piercing rounds. The
Trumans, Annie, Lunk, Lancer, and Marlene di smounted and did as they were told. Lancer read his
di spl ays and braced hi nsel f.

Carla caught Maxwel|l's hand. "Wat are you doi ng?"

"They must be elimnated."

"No!" she westled against himfor a noment. He threw her back against the bed of the
converted truck, knocking the wind from her, ignoring her when she husked, "No, Donald..."

The bl ue-and-silver Cyclone rider had gathered the captives back sonme distance fromthe
trucks, Maxwell noticed, nost of themsheltering behind him But Maxwell smiled. "This is the end
of the road, folks." He raised his armfor the signal

“I'f you move it, I'Il burn it off," an anplified voice pronised. Maxwell spun around just
as Robot ech weapons opened fire. Many of his nen dropped their guns and all of themcringed, as
the dazzling rays opened the ground around them and sent novaflane curling into the air.

Anni e threw her arns wi de and sang, "Good work, Rand!"

Maxwel | ordered the rest of his nen to throw down their guns, and he di smounted fromthe
car, gaping at Lancer's H90, as Lancer advanced on him "I-if you fire that thing, the Invid wll
be down on us i mediatel y!"

"They're a little busy right now W killed all the ones that cane after us. Now, you've
been feeding i nnocent people to the Invid for years, isn't that right?"

Lancer raised his gun. "Time for you to get a taste of your own medicine."

Maxwel | drew a breath and said, "If you pull that trigger, you'll never find out howto
get through these nountains alive. And the Invid are swarning after you."

The mayor nmet Lancer's gaze. "My precise map isn't just sone children's story. It shows
the way through underground warrens dating back to the Gobal Gvil War. It leads into a
canmouf | aged road through the nountains. You see-" He gave a slight snile. "I serve the Resistance,
too; they pay ne well. You can ask any underground contacts you want if you don't believe ne."

Scott and Rand and the others were frisking Maxwell's henchnen. They rearned their friends
and armed the others with captured weapons: Eddie with a Manville, M. Truman with an anci ent
shotgun, Carla with an Ingram MAC 9. They tossed the ot her weapons into Lunk's truck

"You spare nmy life and we all |eave here alive," Maxwel|l was sayi ng.

Lancer raised his H90 and fired. The adjusted threadfi ne beam burned away a pi ece of
Maxwel | 's left ear, cauterizing what was left. His hair was singed but it did not catch fire.
Maxwel | fell to the ground, holding his wound and swearing in a nonotone.

Lancer | ooked down at Donald Maxwell, "All right; we'll take you up on your offer. And if
anyt hi ng goes wong, you'll be the first to die."

Carla ran after Lancer as he turned to go. "Wit! Lancer, wait for ne!"

Maxwel | lurched to his feet. "Carla, where are you goi ng?"

She | ooked at himand her lip curled. "I've had enough of you!"

H s protests-that he had done it all for her, that his wealth nmeant nothing w thout her-
couldn't bring her back.

Wth Veritechs | oonm ng around him Eddie shook his head to Annie's cries. "Way won't you
cone on with us, huh? Wiy?" she whi ned.

Eddi e heaved a |l ong breath. "Because you're going where there's nore fighting, and that's
not what | want, Mnt. Paradise was just a lie. My dad's brother has a ranch down south; that's
where we'll go. You can cone with us if you want, but I'mnot getting involved in any war!
Besides, | have to |ook after ny famly."

Then he had dropped her hand and run to junp into the passenger seat next to his nother
and father. "So |l ong, Annie. Good |uck."

"Eddi e! Good-bye!" Annie called, but didn't nmove. The truck pulled away into the dusk. "I
| ove you!"

She whirled and threw herself into Lunk's arnms and wept. Lunk held her and wept for her
t oo.

Rand was sitting on and patting the crates of ordnance and the few precious Protoculture
cells Maxwel|l had been forced to give up. "At |east we got supplies and amrunition."

Rook still had her chin on her fist. "The chance to kill him against a few supplies?
still don't like the trade." Rand knew better than to try to reason with her in a mood like this.

Scott turned and saw the APC throwing up a trail of dust, speeding up out of Deguello. "W
nove out as soon as Lancer cones back."

Lunk's borrowed APC bounced up the road fromthe town, Carla's suitcase |oaded in the
back. Lancer sonmehow felt stiff and absurd sitting next to Carla. He tried again. "I sinply don't
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want you mxed up in all this; same reason as before."

She | ooked across at himfor an instant, then ahead through the w ndshield. "I'm not
afraid to fight."

"l know that."

But Lancer wasn't so sure Maxwell would |let her go, despite all the mayor's assurances.
Then the subject changed fromthe abstract to the i medi ate; dashboard displ ays bl eeped, showi ng
three flights of Pincer Ships cresting a ridge nearby.

Lancer stepped hard on the accel erator, ignoring the danger of the curves. He felt a
col dness right down at his center

Good try, but-they've got us this tine.

CHAPTER TWELVE

How did the Regis |lose contact with Ariel, such an inportant agent? The technically ninded
hi ndsi ghters will point out several reasons. The rest of us have | earned better by now.

Ni chol s, Zeitgeist Reconsidered: Alien Psychol ogy and the Third Robotech \War

The pincer ships swept in, but there were abruptly three new blips on the dashboard's scanners.

Maxwel | 's trio of prized autofighters swooped in hard at the Invid arnor-piercing cannon
rounds, |oosing missiles and, breaking left, right, and upward, follow ng the aero-nmaneuvering
programs in their nmenories-nmaneuvers the Invid hadn't had the tinme or necessity to learn...unti
now.

Lancer stopped for only a noment, | ooking back to see the warplanes fighting their |ast
battle. He saw the bright firegl obes of exploding Pincer mecha in the sky, and the whirling,
flaring weckage of eneny war machi nes.

Go get 'em Lancer tronped his foot down hard on the accel erator.

Maxwel |, in a secret tech-pit, watched his fighters roll up a score and then, one by one,
be overwhel med and sent down in flanes. He liked to think that his father would have been happy at
this last stand, even though it cane late in the gane.

At least Carla will be safe. So nmuch for the jets. What does it matter? Not much, w thout
Carl a.

He | eaned back in the control center chair and cl osed his eyes, w shing that he would
never have to open them

Snow had begun drifting down.

Lancer had his armaround Carla's waist. "Donald sacrificed all three of his father's
fighters to save us-no, to save you."

He coul d see that she knew that; she was | ooking back at Deguello rather than at the
snmoki ng remai ns of the warplanes and necha. Lancer wanted to wap her in her coat and take her
along with him

"Why?" She was trenbling.

A core of honesty nade himanswer. "You' re everything to him He wanted to save your
life."

He was begi nning to shiver, the flakes nmelting on his skin and the thin bodysuit. "Wat
now, Carla?" He gripped her shoulders in strong hands. "I won't let himuse you again!"

"Ch, Lancer! | have to-I'm going back." She reached for the satchel she had left in the
APC. "This time | guess |I'mthe one who's junmping the train."

She reached up, held himclose, kissed himw th hopel ess passion. "Good-bye Lancer; good-
bye, Yellow "

Then she was goi ng back down the road, walking to the lights of the nayor's nansion.
Lancer wal ked slowy to the truck

He automatically checked for the weapons the team had taken from Maxwel|l's goons and saw
the pile was one gun light. The little pal msize shooter was gone.

Love or death; what will it be?

Lancer took a last | ook down the road at Deguello. As Yellow Dancer, he blew a | ast kiss
to Carla. Then, as Lancer once nore, he pulled on the parka Lunk had |l eft on the seat, hardened
his heart to all that had gone on before, and fl oored the accelerator, to go neet the Invid, to
take them on on their own ground.

Maxwel | had told the truth in at |east one matter: the Invid fortress bl ocked the only
usabl e pass.
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The team had hoped to avoid it; the hidden road was perilous but had served for nuch of
the way. A recent quake had brought the entire side of a nmountain down, though, making further
progress imnpossible. There was no choice but to tackle the fortress.

Wat ching the norning patrol of Pincer Ships and Shock Troopers return, Scott did his best
not the hear Annie's teeth chattering and not to think about the silent shivering of Marlene and
t he ot hers.

"It's a pattern," Lancer said, still grave after days journeying from Deguello. His skin
was pal er than ever fromthe high-country snow and chill. "The bul k of their mecha goes out at
sunrise. That's the best tine to nake our nove, Scott, whatever our nove is going to be."

They were still bickering about the best way to deal with the alien stronghold when they

heard a cracking and splintering of wood, and Rand's cry, "Timber-rrrr!"

By nightfall, they were sitting around Rand's fire, wearing every stitch of clothing they
had, and huddling under cargo pads from Lunk's truck as well. Under the draperied shelter of a
rock overhang, Rand used the nol ecul e-thin edge of a Southern Cross survival knife to carve skis,
bringing themup every so often to sight down their lengths critically, while he explained.

"Ckay; we can't get our necha anywhere near that fortress w thout being detected, right?
So one of us has to get cross-country to the fortress and knock out their Protoculture detection
gear."

"And so you'll just ski on in there?" Lancer asked with a tug of a grin.
But Scott admitted, "It m ght work. Wat other chance do we have? Wen Rand signals us
that, he's knocked out their sensors, we'll run the gauntlet and hope nobody notices."

"There's only one hangup, isn't there, Rand?" Rook asked, giving hima | ook he couldn't
quite read. "You don't have any idea what an Invid sensor |ooks |ike."

“I'"ll know it when | see it," he grunbl ed.

Anni e grabbed one of the skis and began sighting along it as if she knew what she was
doi ng. "Hey, Rand! You're gonna let nme come al ong, aren't'cha?"

He shaved anot her paper-fine layer off the ski he was working on. "Actually, Mnt, I'm
afraid | cut these for sonebody a little older and taller than you. Wth blue eyes and | ong,
strawberry-blond hair and a shape that-"

A snowball hit himin the back of the head.

"I nean, a teamspirit that we all adnmire," Rand anended

"Well, you can count ne out," Rook told him "This danme isn't wandering around in the
wi | derness with you, country boy-"

It was just then that Marl ene went into another seizure. Nobody but Rook saw how hurt Rand
| ooked; nobody but Rand saw how confused Rook seened by what she herself had said.

Lunk, Scott, and the others kneeling near Marlene didn't seemto be of nmuch help and she

appeared to conme out of the fit by herself. Rook, standing and | ooking down at her, said, "It's
alnost as if she's got some horrible nenory | ocked up deep inside, that's trying to push her over
t he edge."

Rand | ooked at Rook's profile in the firelight, and wondered how nmuch of that was
sonet hi ng Rook was projecting.

The Invid fortress was cut into a nountain face that resenbled a niniature Matterhorn
pockmar ked wi th hem spherical openings.

"Look: | cut those skis down for you, Mnt," Rand told Annie, "but don't get cocky.
Practice runs are a lot different fromwhat we're gonna have to do today."

"Don't call nme "Mnt'!" was all she had to say, as she adjusted her inprovised bindings.

The others | ooked on fromthe treeline. Watches had been synchroni zed, expl osives packed,
weapons charged-all of it checked a dozen times over and then checked again. Rand had nanaged to
snatch a little sleep, but he doubted that Scott had slept at all

The fact that Annie shoul d acconpany Rand was | ess and |less of a surprise to them Aside
fromthe Forager, she was the only one with cross-country experience (she insisted that sone
undyi ngly devoted boyfriend had taught her). And aside from Rand, she was the only one who could
hope to cross the open country to the fortress in a reasonable anount of time. The snow was so
chancy that even snowshoei ng was out of the question

At five A M, when the sun was beginning to |ight the sky, Rand and Anni e noved out.

As Rand turned to go, snatching his nakeshift ski poles out of the ground, Rook seened to
be about to say sonething or even grab his arm But when she saw he was | ooki ng at her, she
abruptly turned away.

Annie turned out to be a better skier than Rand hinsel f, though neither of themwas very
good. Then Annie got fancy, Rand tried to chastise her-a bad nove while skiing-and they both ended
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up in a snowbank

It proved to be a heaven-sent spill; shadows crossed the snow and Invid Pincer Ships
| anded to exam ne things that had fallen from Annie's pink rucksack. Sonehow, the skiers' tracks
had been obliterated by the drift of snow on the sl ope.

"That's my bikini!" Annie yelped, struggling to get to her feet and take on the entire
Invid horde by herself. Rand pushed her face down further in the snow, stifling her

The I nvid hooked the bikini bottomin question (Wy was she carrying it on a ski run? Rand
wondered) in its claw, and raised it close to its optic sensor for exam nation. The mni-panty had
in turn hooked one of the netallic submarine-sandw ch-1ike charges the team had prepared for the
fortress job.

Seeing it tottering there in the seat of the bikini, Rand pushed the struggling Annie even
further into the snow. The sapper charge tottered and fell. Rand exhaled in relief when the charge
proved inert. The Invid personal arnor mecha dropped the bikini bottom and rocketed away on a wash
of thruster-fire.

Skiing to the base of the fortress nountain held no other terrors; they kicked off their
i mprovi sed bindings. A nodified grenade | auncher got a grapnel up to an opening. There was terror
inthe clinb, as they watched a patrol of Shock Troopers cruise by below them But the Invid
didn't notice the clinbing rope, and the Hunans pull ed thensel ves up near the topnost access
t unnel

Anni e nearly fainted back into Rand's arms; a Shock Trooper mecha was standing there.

Rand shoved the edge of his hand in Annie's nouth and she bit down so hard that she drew
bl ood. But the Trooper appeared to be | ooking at the surrounding peaks with no nore interest than
an Al pine sightseer. It turned to go, each step sounding |like a boiler being thrown down on a
concrete floor, back down the dark, arched tunnel fromwhich it had come. Rand rubbed his hand and
wondered if Annie had had her shots lately.

The two pushed their goggles back and went in after the Trooper. The tunnel was a pl ace of
heat gradients, the chanber at the end being al nost wonblike in its warnth and noisture. It was a
bi zarre | andscape of structures that | ooked |Iike neurons and axons (or were they stalactites and
stalagmtes?). Dendrites bent and arched, and the undul ating ceiling resenbled Liver Surprise.

Cabl e-thick creepers ran fromthe squi shy-1ooking support menbers. A knee-high m st obscured
everything. "All this place needs is bats," Rand whi spered.

Bel a Lugosi, where are you?

They sprinted through the echoing, gutlike halls of the Invid, trying not to breath. Annie
had bani shed all rational thought from her brain, and so she was surprised when Rand haul ed her
behi nd one of the sticky-looking dendrite pillars.

There was a strange echo as the three smaller nmecha stunped by, these ones only eight or
nine feet tall, their optical sensors set in long snouts. They had the faces of nmetallic archer-
fish. Even the two Humans heard the resonati ng nessage in the Regis's voice, the very arnor of the
eneny reverberating with it, "All ny outlying units, report to transnutation chanber at once!"

Rand wat ched them | unber off. "This could be a | ot harder than we figured."

He had pushed Annie into the shadows of a doorway of sone kind, and she began
experinenting with the wet-1ooking, illumnated nmenbranes that |ooked |ike buttons.

A door-size sphincter opened next to her; she gasped, seeing what |ay beyond, then
gi ggled. "Open Sesane!" Wrds she had al ways dreamed of using, so appropriate now. There were
certainly nore than forty bad guys in this cave.

The two stepped into the next chanber, awestruck, gazing around them Their stage whispers
were lost in the size of the place.

"Woul dj a | ook at-"

"Hol y- "

It was the size of the biggest indoor arena Rand had ever seen, the one in the radiation-
gl azed deat htown they used to call Houston. He and Annie wal ked out on a gantrylike thing, which
| ooked |i ke a suspended armw th dangling Robotech fingers. They | ooked down.

Ri nging the center of the huge done were concentric ranks of egg-shaped objects:
noti onl ess protoplasmic things, with untenanted nmecha sl eeping inside |like hunkered fetuses. And
at the center of that vast place was a brilliant, shining dome. To Rand, it resenbl ed those
twentieth-century pictures of the first nanoseconds of a thernmonucl ear explosion. Around it grew a
low, irregular palisade of things |ike budding nmushroons, but they stood ten yards high

Anni e | ooked down at the enbryonic mecha. "Y' think they're all asleep, or sonething?”

Rand shrugged. "Y' got ne, but if they are, maybe we can wake '"emup." His patented grin
showed itself. "Ariot in the Invid I ncubator Room That's gotta be sone diversion."

Still, the ranks of huge eggs rem nded hi munconfortably of an old-tinme space flick he had
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seen as a kid, and he had no intention of having sonething | eap up and gi ve himsone interspecies
mout h-t o-mout h. He hel d Annie back and kept his gun level as he pulled a coin out of a slit pocket
over his mdsection and tossed it.

The coin glittered in the red-orange-yellow |light and bounced off the top of one egg. Rand
was expecting a gel ati nous quiver, but instead the coin bounced with a netallic bonk! and ski pped,
to land on the floor with a faint chining. Nothing noved, nothing happened.

"My last quarter,"” Rand said ruefully. A 1/4-C d piece fromthe city-state of Espana Nueva
back down south. True, it wouldn't be nuch good on the road to Reflex Point, but still...

"Maybe they're in suspended ani mation,"” he considered, rubbing his jaw. "And maybe they
won't wake up until they're supposed to."

He di sregarded the idea of using his gun to experiment further; nost likely, it would set
off alarnms and draw the enemy straight to him Then Annie was crooni ng, "Uhohh-hh."

A saucer-shaped air-vehicl e whose undersi de was all gl owi ng honeyconb- hexagons had cone
floating silently fromanong distant dendrites. Its curved, mirrorlike upper surface showed four
equi di stant projections |ike knobbed horns. It cane directly at Rand and Annie.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

So? | thought you country boys could rub your psoriasis together and start a fire? Were's that
pi oneer spirit?

Rook, to Rand

The flying saucer was fifty feet wide. Wien it had covered nost of the distance separating it from

the intruders, it halted. It renained notionless, |ying dead still w thout sound or notion.
Suddenl y the honeyconb-cells began shedding harsh light, the saucer's underside solid
convex of brilliance. One of the embryo-mecha began to glow Its egg expanded and rose into the

air toward the saucer. Rand and Annie stopped their wthdrawal and watched what was happeni ng.
Again there was the regal fenale voice, reverberating fromthe saucer, the cross-echoes
making it difficult to understand. But Rand thought he heard, "N ne-X-N neteen has been sel ected
for transnutation. The quickening will begin. Retrieve a Scout pod and transfer it to H ve Center.
The egg had di sappeared and the unborn Scout was enclosed in a larger globe of |ight, sone
sort of lifting field. It |looked simlar to the ones Rand and the team had fought. It was slowy
unlinbering, its contours still curved to its confinenent, the way a baby bird's are to its shell
for the first few noments after it breaks free
Rand and Anni e wat ched the necha borne away by the saucer. He's being pronoted? Rand tried
to puzzle out. He didn't know rmuch about how Invid society really functioned; nobody did, or at
| east nobody who was tal ki ng.
Anni e shook himand he realized that tine was wasting away.

In the Hive Center lay one of the bio-constructs that was the Regis's direct contact with
each installation and every individual of her far-flung realm It was the center of the hive's
reverence, obedience...adoration. It spoke to the hive nmenbers, and with them and for them

It was situated in a shallow nutrient pool about five or six yards wide, filling two-
thirds of it. A half-dozen mature |ight-stal ks bl ossonmed around it, beam ng down nourishing rays-
radiating flowers like the Flower of Life and yet unlike it.

The darker chocol ate-orange of the Hive Center's floor was broken across its entire span
by large and small dark pink circles. It looked as if a hundred spotlights of various sizes shone
there. But the only visible path of light was the incandescent beamthat shone down on the Sensor,
the coordinating intellect-clearinghouse of the hive.

Mecha stood by as the Regis spoke. Listening to her were a single | oom ng Scout unit and a
hal f dozen and nore of the snmaller, nore highly evol ved, trunpet-snouted Controllers.

"The proliferation of the Flower of Life on Earth has reached a critical phase, a
triggerpoint,” it said. "Soon the mass thriving of the Flower will be assured, and we will need
the Human race no nore, and Earth will be the homeworld that will replace our beloved Optera. But
we nust pass that triggerpoint, we nust have nore Human slaves to spread the Flower of Life to
every corner of the Earth.

"And to increase our supply of slaves, we nust have nore necha, as rapidly as the Evolving
makes that possible. Prepare now for the arrival of the retrieval droid, and the qui ckening of a
new Scout ship!"

One of the Controllers began naking stiff-armed gestures to the others, |ike sone ancient
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Roman military sal ute sequence. The other Controllers noved to their places, and in nmoments the
hul ki ng Scout ship, standing innmobile on one of the lighted circles, began descending into the
floor. In a nonent it was gone and the aperture cl osed.

"I guess that thing there is the brains of the outfit," Rand whi spered, where he and Annie
poi sed in conceal nent behind two fibrous col ums.

"Yeah, well, it may have it in the brains departnment, but-" She nade a face. "Ugh! It
gives a whole new neaning to “ugly'!"

The thing that Rand thought was a Sensor was a huge mass of wetly glistening, sickly pink
coils. It looked Iike sonmeone had knotted a |l ength of enornmous small intestine beyond any
unsnarling. Its stench clogged the warm humid air of the hive center

A retrieval pod entered, bearing aloft the hatchling it had fetched. "Scout Trooper ready
for quickening," the Regis announced. The saucer set its burden down exactly where the previous
one had stood, the hatchling boonming as it |anded. The lifting field di sappeared as the saucer's
undersi de di med. The retrieval pod whisked away.

The hatchling' s optical sensor opened, exposing the vertical row of three |enses.
"Activate canopy," the Regis comanded. Long segnented netal tentacles extended from sonewhere
above, their articulated fingers working quickly. The Scout's cranial area was opened and a broad
plate or hatch swung up

Rand could see a softly lighted area within the cranial conpartnent, but he couldn't tel

much nore about what was going on. "lInsert drone N ne-X-N neteen," the Regis's eldritch voice
sai d.

From a conduit high in the wall, there cane another egg, this one far smaller than the
mecha's. Clusters of gracefully-waving tendrils, |ike undersea plants, floated at the top and

bottom of the enbryo

Wthin the enbryo was something curled up that | ooked shrunken and w zened even though its
skin had the nmoist, hairless | ook of the unborn. It appeared to be nostly head, its arms and | egs
degenerated and vestigial. Its dark eyes were bottom ess, liquid black slits; Annie couldn't
deci de whether they were as unseeing as a seconds-old kitten's, or windows to sone all-observing
intellect. Drone N ne-X-N neteen's nose was a bony button

A crest of hard plate nade a ridge fromits nassive, convoluted brow back across its
skull. Its skin seenmed to be a lusterless gray-green, its brow and skull napped by a crani ol ogi ca
ni ght mare of bul ges and emi nences. It was all but chinless, its nmouth seemingly a tiny bud.

Rand and Anni e | ooked at the face of the eneny.

Drone Nine-X-Nineteen, still inits egg, was wafted by unseen forces, to nestle in the
dimMy lit wonb of the Scout's head.

"Drone in place," the Sensor reported to itself.

"Bad place," Annie muttered. Rand nodded.

The tentacl es closed the canopy of the qui ckened Scout; the optical scanner cane alight,
glowing red. "Transmutation conpleted,” the Regis declared. "Prepare next Scout Trooper for
qui ckeni ng." The Scout that carried-or had beconme- N ne-X-N neteen sank out of sight like its
pr edecessor.

"Rand," Annie said plaintively, "I'mscared."

"So'ml, Mnt. Let's get this thing over with and get out of here." A retrieval pod was
bringing in another Scout. "Danmit! We nust've gotten here right in the niddl e of Mtherhood
Week! "

Anni e swal |l owed. "Then let's blow that Sensor thing and get out of here!"”

"Fine with nme, but we have to find it first, renmenber? And it could be anywhere in this
maggot factory."

She | ooked at her watch. "That nmeans it's time for Contingency Plan B, huh?"

Rand nodded, checking his own watch. "I hope Scott and the others aren't napping." He
| ooked around him "l'd hate to be stuck in this neighborhood at night."

Scott was wi de awake and swearing, looking at his nmilitary chrononeter. He and the others
wer e gat hered under snow covered firs behind a line of drifts, watching the pass fromthe shadows.

"They're late with their signal!" And he had no i dea whether Annie and Rand were in
trouble or had sinply, in their sloppy civilian way, forgotten the tinmetable.

If they're goofing around up there..

But Lancer grabbed his arnored shoul der. "There they are." He pointed.

Three quarters of the way up one of the peaks that flanked the fortress, |ight was
flashing fromone of the many niches or tunnel openings or |aunch bays or whatever they were.

Scott and Lancer trained their conputer-coupled binocular on the spot. The binocul ar

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2011%20-%20Metamorphosis.txt (42 of 77) [1/19/03 5:03:22 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2011%20-%20M etamorphosi s.txt

showed Annie, sitting on the edge of one of the niches, angling a mirror fromher pack, using it
as a crude heliograph. It would be inpossible to answer by the sane code, since the Invid m ght
have picked up the flashes. He turned to Rook, who stood with Marlene and Lunk

"Just as | figured: they need a decoy. Ckay, Rook, get noving."

She nodded, snowfl akes glistening in her |ong, strawberry-blond waves. "Wsh nme |uck."

Anni e continued her signaling, hoping the team had noticed it. It only nmade sense not to
use a radio inside the fortress, but she would have felt better hearing Scott say, "Affirmative."

She heard the heavy tread of necha round a corner, coming her way unexpectedly. Annie
funbled with the mirror and lost it as she dove for cover. She had no choice but to hang fromthe
brink by her fingers, as two towering Controllers marched by.

"Unidentified intrusions registered along Perineter Sixteen,
"l nvestigate!"

After they had passed, Annie haul ed herself back up again. But she felt a sinking unease
Suppose her signal hadn't been seen? She | ooked around for sone other reflective surface that
woul d serve, but could find none.

Maybe Rand and | are on our own? Maybe we'd better start inprovising?

the Regis's voi ce warned.

Rook activated a control, and her Cyc's tires extruded heavy snow studs. She |eft her
thinking cap off, letting her hair blowin the wind on the chance that the aliens might think her
less of amlitary threat if they didn't see that she was a Cyclone warri or

She junped fromridges and travel ed under the tree canopy as much as she coul d, hoping
that the eneny couldn't follow her back-trail through the snow and find signs of her teammtes
presence. Then she how ed out into the open, making the treacherous approach uphill toward the
fortress. It wasn't long before a flight of Pincer Ships dove at her, their shadows flickering
across the snow.

Rook gave a wild, scornful |augh, elated by the thrill and risk of it all. "Conme on!" she
called up. "I'"lIl race you to the nmountain top!"

The Pincers swooped cl ose but held fire for the nonent, trying to determi ne just what Kkind
of threat they faced. Their scanners studied the racing cyclist.

In the Hive Center, sheets of light and el ectrical discharges raced across the heaving,
visceral nmass of the Sensor. "Patrol reports bio-energetic activity in the approachi ng vehicle.
Protoculture enanations registered! Al available units converge and intercept!"”

Rand, watching fromconceal nent, held Annie well back. "Keep your head down!"

"But - what' s happeni ng?"

Rand checked his watch again. "It all hit the fan just at the time Rook was supposed to
start her diversionary run!"

As the Invid closed the distance, Rook hit a switch on her right handl ebar and tensed
herself |ike a coiled spring.

A change in the din and the Saint Elnb's fire along the Sensor made Anni e point and tug
Rand's arm "Look, it's stopping! Is that bad?"

Rook! he thought. He felt a stab of despair and |loss so powerful that it nearly staggered
hi m

"Intercept and neutralize!" the Regis commanded, as the Pincers raced to obey.

Rook concentrated everything on her timng. Calculations neant | ess now than instincts and
years of experience in evading the Invid. At a certain nmonment she slewed around a stand of pine
and | aid down the bike in a spume of snow, throwi ng herself clear of the on-purpose grounding,
diving into a snow bank

The Cyc lay dead, its Protoculture engine off. Rook |lay doggo as the Pincers rounded the
trees and went on past, following their Protoculture detectors, suddenly confused. They raced on
splitting up, casting about |ike bl oodhounds for a scent.

Rook pulled herself up a little and sniled at the receding |Invid personal -arnmor mecha.
"Ciao!"

An instant later the smle disappeared. Rand, get busy! Get out of there!l She was frowning
at the fact that she was worrying so nuch over himand Annie, of course..

She hadn't | et anybody nmean anything to her since she had quit her old biker gang. This
caring for sonmeone-especially a dunb country boy-was maki ng her angry with herself and with him
t oo.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2011%20-%20Metamorphosis.txt (43 of 77) [1/19/03 5:03:22 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2011%20-%20M etamorphosi s.txt

"It can't be a coincidence,"” Rand said tightly. "That heap o' guts out there-that thing is
the Sensor we're | ooking for!"

Anni e gripped his shirt. "D-d you think it knows we're here?"

"If it does, we're in a |lot bigger trouble than | thought."

The obscene | oops of the Sensor were dark and quiet. Still, the quickening of Scouts went
on. Rand watched as nmore Controllers went to take up positions near the stinking nass of the
Regi s's | ocal enbodi nent.

Sonet hing occurred to him and he gazed at Anni e apprehensively. She had been possessed by
an alien intelligence once before, in the CGenesis Pit. Wiat if it should happen agai n? But no, she
seened to be behaving normal |l y-quaking with fear

Rand tried to calmhinmself and take in the situation. "The place is crawling with guards."”

"My skin's crawing, too!"

He picked a route and led the way from cover to cover. The Controllers were al
concentrating on the quickening, gathered to one side of the Sensor. Then the two reached the
opposite side of the nonstrous mound of alien bowels. Annie skittered after Rand, quiet as a
nmouse, but she | ost her footing and was about to go spraw ing.

But Rand had turned, and he caught her. The descent of yet another Scout ship into the
floor had covered the noise. "Watch what you' re doing!" he whispered fiercely, turning her around
and rooting through the pink rucksack.

She was puffing, w ping the sweat fromher brow, fanning herself with the E.T. cap. Rand
munbl ed, "Wiere is it-ah!"

He drew out an instrumented cylinder the size of a pint beercan. A shaped-charge cobalt
I inpet mne, something the team had been saving ever since the raid on Col onel WIff's goodies
war ehouse. "This should do the trick." And we'd better not be hangi ng around when it does!

Anni e whi spered, "Hey! | carried it; |I think | ought to be the one to plant it-"

She dropped her cap and stifled a squeal as she reached frantically to catch the bonb,
Rand having casually tossed it to her while the Controllers inserted another drone.

It was supposed to be totally inert until it was arnmed, but-"Tal k about dunmb," she said,
giving hima venonmous | ook. Then she turned to attach the linpet to the side of the Sensor's pool
She set the timer's blinking numerals. "One ninute enough?”

He was setting a second sapper charge for sixty seconds. "Let's hope so." They coul dn't
take a chance on a longer setting; one of those eneny nmecha might decide to take a stroll at any
second.

They nodded to each other. No goi ng back now They stole off the way they had cone. They
were hal fway across the floor when Annie realized her head felt cold. Even though she knew it was
crazy, she |ooked back instinctively for her treasured cap. It still lay where she had dropped it.

Then, sonmehow, her feet had tangled up and she was falling, alnost cracking her chin on
the floor. From her |oosened pack jounced an adjustable ordnance tool, ringing |like an al arm bell

"Di sturbance in Hive Center!" thundered the Sensor, in the voice of the Regis.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Pl utarch said courage stands hal fway between cowardi ce and rashness. Shakespeare said it nounteth
with occasion. What we've got here is living proof.

Scott Bernard's nission notes

Rand skidded to a halt, spun, and saw what had happened. "Typical!"

But he went dashing back, as Controllers turned to converge on the spot where Annie |ay.
Their bulging arnms were raised and pointed, and their built-in weapons were ready to fire.
"Intruders. Two in nunber. Neutralize them" the Regis exhorted her troops.

Anni e | evered herself up mserably. "No, please don't! W didn't mean anything!"

Rand cal culated time and angl es. "Just hang tough, Mnt. These jerks won't know what hit
themin a coupla' seconds."

"Surrender, Humans, or be destroyed," the Regis demanded. Rand watched the Controllers
close in, his hand on his H90. Then he holstered it and put both hands over his ears and opened
his mouth wide, to |l essen the inpact of the blast. Annie, terrified, did the sane. "Humans, this
is your final warn-"

Most of the blast fromthe |inpets' shaped charges was directed inward, into the grotesque
coils of the Sensor, but the backwash was nmore than enough to knock the | eading three Controllers
si deways.
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The Sensor bore the brunt of a stupendous bl ast.

Mar | ene gasped.

Scott, too busy to notice, was watching through his binocular as snoke roiled fromone of
t he snowpeak' s upper openings. "They did it! Isn't that a beautiful-"

He | owered the binocular and turned, hearing Marlene cry out and then collapse into
racki ng sobs. Rook and the others rushed to her side. "Is it the sane thing as |ast tinme?" Lancer
asked, gently trying to quiet her.

"She's screaming at ne!" Marl ene managed, through convul sing shudders.

Lunk's |l ow brows net. "Wo is?"

Rook tore her gaze away fromthe snoking fortress and tried not to fear that Rand had been
hurt or killed. "lIs there any way we can hel p, Marlene? Tell us what to do!"

Mar| ene was on her knees, holding her head in her hands. But she shook it no, her hair
SW ngi ng.

"Let's get noving," Scott barked, to snap his teamout of it. "Rand and Anni e m ght need
hel p even nore."

"I...don"t...believe it," Annie stanmered, gazi ng upward.

Rand stood tranfixed near where she lay, looking up as well. "That-that thing..."

The Controllers were all down, snoking, either fromthe initial blast or from secondary
expl osions. And the Sensor had vani shed fromits nutrient bath, all right. But now sickly pinkish
bl obs of it, in various sizes, bobbed and drifted around the Hive Center. They tunbled |ike slow
movi ng neteors, drifting, carom ng off each other, spreading |ike floating ampebas to fill the
pl ace.

My god! W& hit it with enough wallop to knock off a half-dozen Shock Troopers, and yet-
"I't's dissolved into sone kind of, of protoplasmic flesh!" He wasn't even sure what the phrase
meant hi nsel f. Perhaps, he babbled to hinself, "Protoculture ectoplasn would be nore the ternf

Anni e was struggling to get to her feet. "lIt's comi ng straight for us!" The depl oyi ng
bl obs had sonehow | ocated them and were homing in fromall over the chamber Iike evil clouds of
mur derous jelly.

Annie threw her arns around Rand's waist. "It's g-gonna eat ne!"

Rand had his H90 out, gripping it in both hands. "Eat this," he told the remains of the
Sensor, and began firing. But the bolts just split the flying lunps into snaller ones, and the
firing sonehow nmade t hem charge at hi gh speed.

The Regis's voice cane fromevery doughy lunp, down to the |east globule, as if froma
vast chorus, "Attack!"

Rand fired hopel essly as Anni e screaned.

One pilot short, the teamstill got all VIs into the air. The Beta was linked to Scott's
Al pha, which increased its firepower and speed. The fighters noved forward on thrusters that shook
the earth and started minor aval anches in the valley behind them Down below, Lunk's APC, rigged
for col d-weat her work, noved cross-country alnbst as ninbly as a snow nobile, bound straight for
the fortress's main portal

As they junped off a snowbank and roared on again, Lunk said out of the side of his nouth,
"I hope your stomach's stronger than your head, Marlene." But she sat huggi ng herself, eyes
unf ocused, shivering in spite of the outpouring of the heaters.

Rand tried not to retch, as wad after wad of the stuff that had been the Sensor splattered
into him coating him The stuff had the consistency of runny putty but was warmto the touch. The
nmost horrible thing about it, though, was that it noved by itself, snaillike, spreading wherever
it hit. And it wouldn't cone off.

The Sensor knew, even in its dispersed state, that it was dying. But it knew, too, who its
enenmies-its slayers-were, and it would have its revenge.

Annie's mnd was about to snap. She cl osed her eyes as she rubbed and brushed at the
stuff, uselessly tore it with her nails, batted it and shrilled, "No, no, no, no, no!"

She flung hersel f back at Rand, who was trying to clear the plugged nuzzle of the H90. He
was already wearing a pink mantle that was surging to cover his head. There was a waist-high pile
all around them making it inmpossible to run

Rand beat, trying to shield Annie "Annie, listen to ne!"

"Auff. It's getting in nmy mouth!"

The anor phous clots of residue streaned down at themfrom every quarter. He heaved at her
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"Hang onto nme and try to keep your head above it!"

Her voice was nuffled by a mask of the stuff. "I can't breathe!"
Hs arns were all but paralyzed. "Annie, listen! Check the emergency tracking beam Is it
still flashing?" The crud was surging up around his face.

She gathered all her courage and forced down her panic. Wth a suprene effort, she got her
head around and nanaged to get a glance down at the thing like a silvery fountain pen with a
flashing tip that was clipped to one of her pockets.

She forced herself to get out the words, "I think so-yes!"

The Pincer Ships still casting about for Rook's trail weren't prepared for the sudden
appearance of a vengeful trio of Veritechs. The dogfight had barely begun when four of the Invid
personal -arnmor mecha were falling in whirling, flanmng fragments. The team spent its nissiles
prodigally; their kill score clinbed.

Lunk's truck, bounding and sl ew ng across the open snowfield, attracted other attention
He saw cannons in a hal f-dozen niches in the cliff face open fire, and he began dodgi ng and
juking. Invid annihilation discs began Frisbeeing all around him Snow was nelted and earth bl own
high in fountains of flane and snoke. As was his habit, Lunk froze fromhis thoughts the inmage of
what even one hit would do to him Marlene, and the truck, in view of the ordnance and
Protocul ture they were hauling.

But Scott had seen what was happeni ng, and dove in, |oosing nore mssiles. The gun
enpl acenents were knocked out in cascades of snow and broken rock, |eaving only snoking holes like
hori zontal chi meys.

Rook and Lancer had vanqui shed the | ast of the opposition; the VIs nmade an attack run and
bl ew open the main gate of the Invid fortress. The fighters sl owed, noving on hoverthrusters,
sailing into the colossal main corridor. Lunk's APC brought up the rear, his finger on the
aut ocannon's steering wheel trigger.

They had little tinme to observe the fortress, with its bizarre and unnerving conbi nation
of alien technol ogy and XT organics. Followi ng Annie's tracer beam they canme to the Hive Center
at last. The aircraft had been forced to slow down in the nmaze, so that Lunk pulled to a stop just
as they grounded VTCL style.

The VTs knelt in a Hive Center of twisting, still-burning Controller mecha. The place was
filled with thick snmoke, the stench of incinerated organic material, and the reek of the
disintegrating natter that had been the Sensor. The pilots junped down, as Lunk and Marl ene both
coughed fromthe foul ness around them

At |ast they spotted the nound of pinkish stuff that had been the Sensor. Then they saw
the dimflashing coming fromits summt. Scott dashed toward it. "G mre a hand here!"

The Sensor-stuff was beginning to nelt; in another nonent, Scott and Lunk had pulled two
bodi es free. Rand was barely breathing when they got himout, but he had shielded Annie in a
little air pocket he had fornmed with his own body.

Rook stood to one side, staring down, not noving. She seened about to speak, then was
silent. But she never took her eyes off of Rand.

At | ast Rand's eyes opened. "Wwhat took you so |ong, pal?"

Rook |l et out a breath and pulled her features back into their normal unconcerned, uncaring
expression. And so when Rand eagerly | ooked at her, she gave hima casual |ook. He still nanaged a
smle, grateful that she was alive, though he woul d have crawl ed back in under the Sensor offa
before admitting it.

Lunk called over, "Annie sez she'll be all right once she brushes her teeth!"
Rand was al ready pushing Scott away fromhim conming to his feet, clearing the last of the
goo out of the H90, weaving a little. "lI've had it! |I'm gonna sl aughter those walking tin

latrines!" He steadied hinself and lurched away. By the time Scott caught up with him Rand was
standing at a |l ower entrance to the huge done where enpty necha waited in fetal repose.

Scott whistled low. "Wat is it, an incubator?"

Rand brought up his pistol. "Whatever it is, it's history!"

Sonet hi ng i nsi de himknew he should be off somewhere ferreting out the place where the
drones thensel ves were created-that he should be wiring that place up with all the explosives in
Lunk's truck.

But he just wasn't made that way. The drones, for all their grotesqueness, were living
things. And without their nmecha, they were nothing.

Rand fired into the hem sphere in the mddle of the dome-the thing that |ooked so nmuch
like the first instant of a nuclear explosion. He didn't know quite what woul d happen, but it
turned out that the thing was fragile as stained glass. Sections of it geysered, then caved in,
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and bl ack snoke roiled forth.

Rand was watching it in stonefaced satisfaction when, suddenly, Marlene's screech echoed
to them down the alien halls.

They raced back to find the others trying to help, without any effect, as Marlene knelt,
clutching her head. She wept that she couldn't stand it-though she didn't say what it was.

When Lunk wondered al oud what coul d be the cause of Marlene's seizures, no one answered
until Scott said softly, "I wish | knew"

"Bad news, guys," Rook cut through their unease. She was standing by Lunk's truck,
exanmning its beeping displays. "That Invid patrol that left the hive this norning is on its way
horne! "

Scott didn't take the tine to wonder if it was because the raid had taken too |ong or
because the destruction of the Sensor had alerted the necha. "COkay, people: let's get out of here
on the double. Rand, take the Beta Fighter."

Rand was al ready off and running. Wen the VTs hovered in the Hive Center and Lunk was
racing his engine, Scott said over the tac net, "Listen up: you either break out of this rat's
nest now, or you spend the rest of your lives as sharecroppers on an Invid Protoculture farm"

"What d'you nmean “you'?" Rand chal |l enged. "Wat's Bernard gonna be doing while we're
busti ng out ?"

Scott tried to sound nmatter-of-fact. "I'mthe one who got us into this."
"Nobody' s argui ng,"” Rand shot back
"As you were! So, it's nmy place to take sone of the heat off you. |I'mgoing to block the

front door for a while; don't lollygag getting out the back.” H's thrusters |lit |ike blue novas,
and his Al pha sprang away i nto one of the huge el evated conduit-passageways.

"Lancer, we should back himup," Rand said slowy, pulling on his thinking cap

“"Let himgo, country boy; he'll be fine!" Rook snapped. "W've got enough problens of our
own!"

Scott nechanor phosed to Battl oid node as he zooned toward the shattered nain gate. He net
the first of the returning Pincer Ships with blasts fromthe necha's massive rifle/cannon, a
weapon with a nuzzle as wide as a stormdrain. The eneny flight was com ng head-on, and Scott had
little chance to dodge them He blasted the first ship out of the air and scattered the ones near
it.

But they cane at himanyway, Frisbeeing their annihilation discs. He ducked into a side
passageway, an upright Battloid, back and foot thrusters gushing blue. The Invid dove after him

Then it was a ganme of evade and hide, anbush and run. The Invid were unrel enting,
attacki ng hi meven though he had the advantage of standing or fleeing as he chose.

At last he darted like a huge wasp into a corridor that led to an intense light. At its
mout h stood two Scout guards, so surprised at his appearance that they were slow to react. Scott
knocked them off their feet, and they plunged backward, unable to attain a useful flying attitude.
They tumbl ed and thrashed to their doom

Scott found hinself in a place that was nmles wide. In its center was a trenmendous gl obe
that rem nded himof the ancient ones in dance halls, the ones that reflected light. Only, this
one was wired up with Invid Robotech hardware and organi c wetware.

This nmust be the central power core for the fortress!

Pi ncer Ships entered the spherical vastness fromthree different conduits, and he felt the
sweat run down his face. He eyebal |l ed the power core quickly, spotting a glow ng circular opening
or access port a hundred yards across. Through it, he could see the scintillating nysteries of
Invid Protoculture technology. H's conputers told himit was the alien equivalent of a main
control matrix.

Scott made his decision, and the Battloid roared toward it. Invid noted his presence,
drove toward himat full acceleration, claws outstretched to grip and rend, since they didn't dare
fire there. Scott fooled themby hitting the core's outer hull, absorbing the inpact with the
Battloid' s mghty |legs, and springi ng away again.

The personal -arnor necha couldn't fire, but Scott felt no such conpunctions. He whirled in
m dai r and di spatched six air-to-ground Bludgeon nissiles fromhis right and I eft shoul der pods.
The Pincers dodged, thinking the mssiles were nmeant for them

One of the Bludgeons detonated on the rimof the access opening, but the rest |anced
through into the power core's innards. Scott had already turned his Battloid on its heel to run
like all hell.
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CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Homer posited two kinds of dreams, the "honest"” one of Horn, and the "glimering illusion" of
Ivory. So Dad shot for lvory, what else?

Maria Bartley-Rand, Flower of Life: Journey Beyond Protocul ture

The core's vitals suddenly turned white-hot, and the whole nil es-w de spherical chanber lit up
like the interior of an arc furnace.

Al t hough her Sensor was gone, the Regis spoke to her remaining children. "Control Matrix
breeched! Reflex furnace overload!" Al she could do was tell themthat they were all going to
die, but at |east they would hear her voice in their final noments. Gargantuan sheets of
el ectrical discharge played all through the place.

The core canme apart at its seans, |like a soccer ball full of Tango-9 explosive. The
Pi ncers were vaporized; the expl osion raced outward.

Scott had turned and turned again, hurtling along at nax thrust, praying the walls and
turns would nuffle some of the blast.

Then it caught up with him

The Beta and the other two Al phas, shepherding Lunk's truck, arrowed toward the titanic
triangle of the alien stronghold' s rear gate. Beyond it, a snowy Earth shone.

"Nice of "emto | eave the back door open," Rook snmiled. Then she felt her flesh goosebunp
as she saw that the light was dwindling; the two halves of the giant triangle's door were sliding
in fromeither side.

"But not for long!" cried Lancer. "Lunk, hurry!"

Lunk gritted his teeth, floored the accelerator, and hit a few buttons. "Can't make it,"
he muttered, but the APC | eapt ahead in a way that disputed that.

The VTs had to conme through standing on one wingtip; the APC al most got its tail pipe
caught. But they all nade it, as the nassive door halves ground shut.

"I think that one took sone paint off ny baby, here,"” Rook said cheerily, patting her
i nstrunment panel

Lunk just tried to control his trenbling; Annie was either neditating, praying, or passed
out. Marl ene | ooked conatose.

Rand gl anced back over his shoulder at the fortress.

C non, Scott!

Sonehow, bei ng sl amed agai nst walls and dribbled along the deck for a bit hadn't
destroyed the superstrong Battloid. Even though the blast fromthe reflex furnace had shaken the
whol e nountain and had fissured walls, floors, and ceilings, it had sonehow been relatively
contai ned. But he was registering secondary explosions, and there was every chance that the core
was going to explode again with an even nore spectacul ar Bi g Bang.

Then it was on his tail, a fireball even bigger than the first. Hi s sensors picked it up
even while he was jetting for a secondary reargate, unable to find the main. Fast as it was, the
Battl oid had no chance of outrunning the flashflood of utter destruction for |ong.

And the bad news was that the gate he was headed for was cl osed.

He | et the gate have everything he had left, his only hope being to break through. No room
for expl osives; he fired punped-| asers.

Well, Scott: make-it-or-break-it tinme! he thought, all in an instant, as the valve before
hi m di sappeared in a wash of denonfire.

Then he was through, the Battloid throwm into the clear like a marionette fired out of a
nortar. But sonmehow the Robotech col ossus held together, straightened itself, and regai ned flying
posture, as the core expl osion reached the open air on the nountain behind it. It was as if
sonebody had opened a floodgate into the heart of a star

Scott dazedly shook his head, trying to image his mecha al ong, |ooking around him
wonderingly, and tasting the special sweetness of being alive. Wll, what...do...you...know He
went down to join the others.

Down bel ow, Anni e, Lunk, and Rook cheered as the mountain shook to its roots. Lancer was
silent, but even he nodded approval

But Marlene only watched dully, hearing the distant wailing of the Regis, and Rand was
thinking to hinself that sonmewhere thousands upon thousands of drones had been consuned. \Wen he
t hought about the horrible things their quickening would have neant for Hunmans, he couldn't fee
pity.

The stronghold itself began to sink, subsiding into the ground the way the nountai ns above
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the Genesis Pit had subsided. Passes everywhere were bl ocked with the snow shaken down by the
fortress's passing, but at |east now the way was open for any who mght want to conme after; for
anyone who had had enough of the south and wanted to try a new life.

Who knows? Anni e thought. Maybe there is a Paradise!

Far bel ow the snow | ine they found a | ake that, though cold, was a wel cone place of
respite. In no tine, Annie was in the water, her nuch-touted bikini covered by a T-shirt. Rook was
in, too, in bra and panties, eager to wash off the trail and the deaths and the killing. In no
time, Annie had her engaged in a splash-fight. Both of themloved it, even though their lips were
turni ng purple.

Mar |l ene sat on the grassy shore, watching in bew | dernment. Maybe if she could figure out
this inconprehensible behavior it would help her figure out all the other enignas that were her
life. Thus far, she had sinply gone along with the people who had found her, |ike a spore borne on
the wind. But was that what she should be doing, even if it did feel appropriate? Nothing nmade any
sense.

A few yards away, the nen sat at ease after setting up canp. Annie had pointedly inforned
themthat it was ladies first in the bath, and they would have to wait their turn

Rand was shaki ng his head, saying, "Poor Marlene. Al those attacks or whatever they are
And she still hasn't pulled out of that ammesia. | w sh there was sonmething we could do for her."
He was |l ooking in her direction, but it was also easy to shift focus just a little, and watch Rook
spl ashing around in that skinmpy outfit, which, drenched in water, was just about transparent. His
breat hing became a little ragged.

"Don't push it,"” Scott said. "She's been through sone pretty rough tines. She's got
probl ens she's got to work through; who doesn't? She'll open up when she's ready."

Lancer was eyeing Scott, thinking about the natter of Marlene's naning, wondering what
things the team | eader was working through

Annie was hollering for Marlene to come in and join the fun. Rook added, "Yeah, c'non
girl. It'll do you good."

Col d water imersion therapy? Rand wondered. | could use sone right about now.

Then his predi canent got even worse. Marlene said, "Al right," to Annie's invitation, in
a hesitant, unsure voice-as if conplying cane nore easily than deci ding.

She rose and began shedding clothes as innocently as a child. Al four men stared, bug-
eyed, but it was Rand who choked out, "Marlene, stop that! Are you trying to give ne a cardi ac?"

But she was al ready naked and seened not to hear, feeling the sun and the wi nd on her
skin, her fine, waistlength red hair stirred by the breeze. It was the slimbut full, flaw ess
fermal e body Rand renmenbered so well trying not to stare at.

Framed there against the nmountains with the sun gleanmi ng fromher, Scott thought Marlene
was sonehow a hi gher being. She seened finer than other Hunmans-a creature possessed by an
unconsci ous beauty and a natural grace so overwhelming that it caused an ache in your heart just
to see it, and left you changed.

Lancer had calmy, alnost gently, grabbed Rand by the earlobe to stop his raving. "Don't
you know it's not polite to stare at a |ady? You night make her feel self-conscious."

And who' d know better than you? Lunk thought, but not unkindly.

"OM Ckay!" Rand was yel ping, trying to squirmout of Lancer's hold. "I didn't nean to!
won't do it again! Uh, but rmaybe what | need's a swim"

Lancer shoved himover in nock disgust. Rook, having watched fromthe | ake, was suddenly
scow i ng.

Gawdamm hi ck!

They were all to remenber the interlude by the |ake wistfully, though. Their route soon
descended to a sandbl own desert region that didn't appear on twentieth-century naps. It was a
desert nore resenbling those of North America than anything that had existed in the South before
the devastations of the Zentraedi, Robotech Master, and |nvid.

The terrain and clinmate hanpered their rate of travel, but the eneny activity was much
more of a problem In the wake of the fortress raid, the Regis had saturation patrols scouring the
countryside for themconsisting mainly of inmense Shock Troopers now, with Pincers and Scouts in
support roles.

They knew the aliens were concentrating a great deal of their resources on the freedom
fighters, and Scott began to fear the teamhad attracted a fatal ampunt of attention to itself.
What none of them coul d know was that the Regis was also enraged and frustrated that she had | ost
contact with her Sinulagent-Mrl ene.

There canme a tine when the teamwas held up in a cave as a sandstorm raged outside and
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Shock Troopers paced the desert outside, searching for their trail. Though it should have been
broad daylight, the world was a sand-red dusk, and even in the cave that tinted the air and
| ayered everything, making their world nonochrone.

Mar | ene, who had becone ill once they had cone down onto the desert, was nearly in a conm,
shivering in her sleeping bag. In reality, she was suffering a delayed reaction to the inpact of
the Sensor's destruction and the PSI enmanations' inpact on her

And their water supply was virtually gone; their main supply, in jerry cans rigged to
Lunk's truck, had been shot up in a brief skirm sh when they nade their dash fromthe high
country. Morale was so bad that Scott blanmed Lunk for it, and Rand in turn junped all over Scott;
the argunment al nost had them at each other's throat. It didn't blow over so nuch as spread to the
others. They were sick of seeing and hearing each other and being crowded into the cave with their
mecha, the sand in everything, and the endl ess how of the wi nd.

At last Marlene cried out in her fever-dreamand startled everyone. There were sone
shamef aced apol ogi es, as Rand knelt to squeeze some npoisture into her nouth froma rag-tw sted bit
of cactus flesh. She opened her eyes at the taste of the juice and, despite its sour flavor
smled up at himgratefully, alnost adoringly. Qutside, the runble of Shock Trooper thrusters cane
over the wind, as the aliens went to search el sewhere

Rand coul dn't help smiling back, losing hinmself in those nysterious eyes, even chuckling
to hinself. But the others weren't |aughing; they accused hi mabsurdly-of keeping the information
about cactus noisture to hinself.

He junped to his feet, fists cocked. "A guy just can't win around you people, can he? Any

Forager knows that trick; | guess | just assumed you weren't so dunb you'd just die of dehydration
when there're cactus all around out there!"
He started for the cave entrance. "Did you see ne holding out? No! | gave what | had to

Marl ene, or are you all blind?"

"Rand, wait!" Rook spoke to himsharply, and yet there was a note of alarmin it.

"You want cactus? You'll get it!" She would have gone with him but his hate-mask
expression nade it plain that he was in no nood for conpany. Rook watched himgo, then turned to
study Marl ene, who had fallen back into a fitful sleep

Even with his goggles on, Rand found hinself all but blinded by the storm He counted his
steps and tried to renenber the layout of the area. He had barely gotten thirty yards before he
fell off the lip of a deep sandpit. He rolled and tunbled down its side, scraping skin and having
the wi nd knocked from him

Back in the cave, Marlene's eyes suddenly opened wi de, though the others were busy naking
plans and didn't notice. The how of the wind blotted out her one soft cry, "Rand!"

Rand was doing fine until an outcropping of sandstone grazed his head. Then he was seei ng
stars, and there was no desert, no earth, no nothing around him

There were in fact cactus and other plants near where his body lay. The Invid Fl ower of
Life took root where it willed, with no predictable pattern or linmitation. Rand lay, out cold, in
a mniature garden of them w th several of the tripartite Flowers crushed under him

The sandstorm had stopped, and the beat of great, |eathery wi ngs, and the sound of a very
speci al voice crying his name, roused him He opened his eyes to a night sky, and saw that a
dragon was passing overhead. And in its right forepaw, am d gl eanm ng claws |ike sabers, it held.

"Marl ene!" He was on his feet in an instant.

What the flamn', flyin -"Stop!"

Then his Cyc materialized next to himand he was off to the rescue. The nechabi ke took to
the air, and suddenly he was in arnor, riding across a rectilinear |andscape. He went to Cycl one
Guardi an node, only to discover that the dragon had turned to fight.

Rand coul dn't shoot w thout risking hitting Marlene. The dragon faked himout with a snap
of its jaws, nmaking himdart back. He managed to recover as Marlene yelled for himto save her

Hi s back burners ignited as he clinbed back at the dragon for Round Two. "I don't know
what's going on, but |I'mcoming, Mrlene!" He bulldogged the dragon, assisted by the powered suit.
The nonster's saliva ate at his arnor like acid. "Let 'er go, ya oversized iguana!"

Then it did, and she was falling, wailing. Rand went after her |ike a meteor and caught
her, but the dragon was hot on their trail

But all of a sudden, sonehow, it was Rand and Marl ene on the Cyc again, no arnor, dodging
and evadi ng, while the beast blew flanethrower shots at them Marlene, arns around his waist,
cheek pressed to his back, called out, "Rand, listen: maybe this isn't happening."
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" Huh?"

"Maybe you're dreaming all this."

"I like that idea better than being crazy as a restroomrodent!™ Still, it was nice to
feel her arms around his middle.

The firedrake stayed in their six o' clock position over a Frazetta-scape of crags, peaks,
and dire noors. It birddogged themthrough a |long cave with a bright light at the other end. Rand
wondered if he was supposed to be reliving his birth trauma or something, even though all he felt
was scared. It chased them under an inpossibly big, bright nmoon, and Rand wondered if the Cyc's
sil houette resenbled a certain oldtime novie production conmpany | ogo.

Then it was daytine, the desert, and the pursuit was still on. Rand realized that Marl ene
was giving himthe adoring look that said it all, and revised his opinion of the dream

Next thing, sonmehow, they were back in the Hive Center, and Marl ene had another one of her
strange attacks, and Rand, staring at the Sensor, made the connection. "It's like a telepathic
link with all the other Invid," Rand said slowy, eyeing the Sensor, "but why would you be so
strongly affected by it, Marlene?"

No tinme to wonder; the dragon was back. Rand was on the Cyc and turned around to tel
Marl ene to get on, and then realized she was naked and unspeakably beautiful, as he had seen her
by the | ake.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

Atrillion Iight-years high

Expandi ng prinordial fireball,

Your Universe is still

Your body

M ngtao, Protocul ture: Journey Beyond Mecha

This isn't gonna be one of those nunmbers where | find nyself in school with no pants on, is it?
Rand wonder ed.

Suddenly Marl ene, clothed, was behind himon the Cyc. But he saw that he was back in the
Li zard Lounge. Appropriately enough, the dragon showed up. At least the Cyc wasn't mred in nud;
he accel erated away past dueling di nosaurs.

Then he had to dodge sone Shock. Troopers. | told Scott there were Invid here! "I get the
feeling this is sone kind of laboratory,” he told Marl ene, whose hands pressed himtighter to her
"That the Invid are experinenting with the evolutionary processes of Earth. But why?"

A ridge of rock rose up to send Rand and Marl ene head over heels. Wen he had crawed to
her, to cradle her head, she groaned, "You nustn't fight with Scott."

Scott? What's she telling me, here? "The two of us just don't see eye to eye. | honestly
don't think our lives-any of us-nean a thing to him™"

"Rand...water, please..."

But when he fetched it froma pool, she couldn't sip. He brought sone in his nouth,
pressed it to her lips. Then he was kissing her, and her eyes opened.

He | aughed and tried to joke. "Um in sone places, that would nmean we were engaged."”

But the roar of the dragon filled the cave as it came at themlike a bonber, and they were
of f again on the Cyc. Of to one side was Annie, leering over the flames once nore in the Genesis
Pit, speaking in the voice of the Regis.

"Look, Human, into the flames of truth and trenble, for it is your doomthat you will see
there. Even now the final chapter of your people is being witten in the great Book of Tine."

Anni e wasn't finished. "Once the Invid were a sinple race, content with our own exi stence.
But with our world destroyed, our Flowers stolen, we were changed forever. And once we have
conquered the Universe we shall rise, rise-we shall ascend beyond the physical. W shall rule the
hi gher planes of existence, as a race of pure intellect, pure spirit!"

Rand saw agai n those m ndshapes in the flanes called up by the possessed Annie. Sonehow he
saw Reflex Point, and the very dwelling place of the Regis herself, though he could not see her

She said, "So we have cone here, to regenerate, to take Earth fromthe dying hands of
Humanity. Fromthe ashes of your people we shall arise, reborn, Iike the Phoenix!"

There was a ot nore to the dream and it got even weirder. The dragon snatched Marlene
again, and Rand found hinmself riding to the rescue with his teammates, all of themdressed in
conbi nati on WAgneri an-R E. Howard getups, but using nmecha. And even Lunk's truck could fly. Rand
noti ced that Rook seened very displeased with him

Couldn't | just click my Ruby Slippers three tinmes and call it a night?
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Still, it was great to have a teamto back himup, great to have friends. He realized that
it was still a newthing to him but he also realized that he had felt a little Ionely back there,
facing the Leaping Lizard all al one.

Sonewhere along the line even the VIs got swords, gleanming silvery ones as big as
t el ephone pol es. Wen that dragon cane at bay, the team pureed him

But when deni goddess Marl ene had thanked the warriors for saving her, and they were
followi ng the Eagles of Light honeward, after having been assured that a new day was dawning for
the Human race, Rand could still hear the voice of the Regis. Fromthe ashes of the Humans, the
Invid would rise |ike a Phoeni x.

What happened subsequently seemed dreamlike, but it hurt so rmuch that he decided it
wasn't. The sandstorm had passed and he was bei ng hel ped back to the cave by Rook, who had comne
| ooking for him and his scalp was matted with bl ood.

But when he saw the | ook of concern on her face, Rand reconsidered the possibility that he
was still unconscious.

Wien the team except for Lancer and Marl ene-ran out fromthe cave demandi ng answers, Rand
found himself slurring, "Listen, a new day is dawning, for the Dragon is slain at last. Shut up
and |listen! The, the day of oblivion's come f'r us all. W th' hell were we, t'believe we could
rule the Earth forever?"

There was a | ot of crosstalk and some friction, some of themmad at Rand, others-
especially Rook-telling themto lay off. But Rand plowed on, "The Invid have cone here from across
the Cosnmos to regenerate thenselves into a new form They want to rul e the physical Universe, and
t he hi gher planes of existence, too!"

"Ww His brain's been fried!" Annie whispered.

"Naw, Annie," Rook countered. "The boy just hasn't woken up." She gave hima therapeutic
slap on the cheek that she tried not to enjoy too nuch. Rand found hinself back in the real world.

He took a few deep breaths and started again. "I know now why the Invid are here. They're
trying to survive by plugging themselves into the Earth's evolutionary system Don't |ook at ne
like that; you can't hardly blame "em We'd do it, too, if we faced racial extinction!"

VWi ch we do, he realized.

Scott was close to taking a swing at Rand. "I couldn't care | ess whether the Invid survive
or go the way of the Zentraedi and the Robotech Masters, just as long as they |leave Earth. This is
our planet!"”

"Well, | wasn't saying that we-"

"I don't know what happened to you out there, Rand," Scott seethed, "but it seens to have
knocked your |oyalties out of whack."

"He was |lying on a bunch of Flowers of Life," Rook blurted. "A whole little field of them
And t he sandstorm hadn't bothered them not even a bit."

Wil e the others were thinking about that, Rand said, "What about Marlene? Is she al
right?"

Rook | ooked at himfor |ong seconds before she said, "She's still pretty weak, |I'm
afraid."

Rand went down on one knee next to her. Under his gaze, she stirred, wakened, smiled up at
himas she had hours and an eternity ago. It had taken a | ook and a thought, not a kiss, to wake
t he sl eepi ng dansel .

Well, Fair Mlady, | don't know if you'll ever realize it, but you and | have just been on
quite a spin. And | wouldn't have missed it for the world.

Rook, |eaning against the cave wall with her arms crossed, glowered at the two. Maybe
Mar | ene was brai n-damaged, but that was no excuse to gaze up at a bumpkin |like Rand with Iiquid,
| ambent eyes. He was not hing but a wastel and Forager

"Hi," Rand smled down gently. And now Scott, too, was scowing. In true mlitary style,
he didn't bother to consider his reasons for being irked at Rand. It was easier than exanining his
feelings for Marlene.

Rand touched Marl ene's cheek. Her gaze gave himthe eerie feeling that she had truly been
along on the all-time chanpi onship nmotocross run. Marlene smled up at him

A thought crossed Rand's mind. Wiat was it Rook said he had been |ying on?

Eventual |y, as Scott had fatalistically expected, a patrol of Shock Troopers spotted them
The freedom fighters junped the Invid right away.

They knew little about the Regis, but they were beginning to suspect sonething. The sinple
fact was that the Regis's attention was often diverted to matters el sewhere in her worl d-enbracing
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scheme, and offworld as well. Al though the whereabouts of her Sinulagent and this persistently
bot hersone group of enemies were high on her priorities list, the Regis had a staggering nunber of
projects and operations to control and gui de.
Al the freedomfighters knew was that there was still a chance to avoid disaster if the
team coul d act quickly enough. Once nore the VTs dodged and fired, barrelrolled and spat nissiles.
This battle took place over a strange |andscape. The place | ooked like a jungle, except it

appeared to have been roofed over. A translucent, shell-like pink covering stretched over hundreds
of square niles of river valley. The roof, or whatever it was, had numerous irregul ar openings in
it, openings so big that the VIs could fly in and out virtually at will. But so could the Invid.

The Humans were hanpered by |l ow Protoculture | evels and ordnance supplies; Scott wondered
if they woul d even have enough to get themthrough this | atest nass dogfight. But Lancer was a
tough, precise fighter jock, frugal with fuel and ammo when it was necessary, and he and Scott had
taught Rand and Rook well. Trooper after Trooper went tunbling, burning, fromthe air under the
weird shel |l -roof.

Down bel ow, Lunk, Annie, and Marlene were having it a little tougher, as a Trooper noticed
them and cane swoopi ng down at them "Hey, you fancy fly-boys up there!" Annie squawked over the
tac net, "you forgetting your friends here on terra firm?"

Rand broke away fromthe "ratrace" and, nearly at deck level, went after the Shock Trooper
that was on the APC. But suddenly a bunch of trees cane at himout of nowhere. | think | zigged
when | shoul da zagged, he thought, as retros proved insufficient and the Beta hung up in a
treetop.

A disc's explosion overturned the truck and the Trooper closed in for the kill, as the
shocked Lunk, Annie, and Marlene watched. Al in an instant, a bolt froma heavy VT cannon hol ed
t he eneny through and through, and it toppled.

The three | ooked up to where Rand's Beta hung like a fly in web. "Some shot, huh?" he
beanmed, although he was draped over his instrunent panel at an undignified angle.

"Jeepers, what a dopey | anding," marvel ed Annie.

Above, Scott and the others switched fromProtoculture to reserve inpul se power, and used
their jamm ng gear and spread clouds of aerosol snokescreen behind them Then they dived through
one of the holes in the river valley's "roof," breaking contact. As they had hoped, the |Invid went
off in all directions, apparently nystified as to where the prey had gone.

The group made its canp and held council. Wth power and ammo | evels so | ow, Scott
unvei | ed what he considered to be the only workable plan for continuing the trip to Reflex Point.
"Araft?" Rand excl ai ned.

Scott sipped fromhis mug. "There are two things to recormend the idea: We'll save what
little Protoculture we have left, and we won't attract the Invid by activating our mecha."

Lancer blew on his coffee. "I think it's a brilliant idea. W'll just let the river do all
the work.'

Rand | ooked at the nmecha. "You're tal king about one helluva raft, there. D you know
anyt hi ng about rafts, spaceman?"

Anni e started demandi ng that she be allowed to supervise and that the raft be naned in her
honor. Rook scol ded her and said that this wasn't sone dunb jungle novie where all you need is a
coupl e of vines and a coconut.

Thi ngs began to turn into one of the teanms signature free-for-alls. Lancer rose,
stretched, and paced away toward the river. "Since | don't know the first thing about marine

engi neering, | volunteer for |ookout duty."
"Probably afraid he'll break a fingernail," Lunk grunted.
Rand was agreeing, "The guy's just a lazy bum" when sonethi ng heavy tapped his shoul der.
Scott was handing himthe ax. "Country boy, it's tine you showed us your stuff. | know

this thing's alittle primtive, but at least it works without Protoculture. Just think of a raft
as a very large ski."

Lancer drank in the quiet beauty of the place. He found hinself in a very quiet, serene
wor | d.

Conming to the shore of a fast-noving stream he decided the current was too swift for
predators and el ected to bathe. In a nmonent, he had stripped, taken soap and personal articles
fromhis belt pouch, and plunged in.

Several mles downstreamfromthe team s | andi ng spot, another Invid stronghol d straddled
the river on five asymetrical legs. It |ooked |like a bulbous insect with a gl ow ng, |ow hanging
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bel l'y.

Inside was a Hive Center |like and yet unlike that of the fortress. The Sensor there was
identical to the other in its physical shape, but its color was a putrid, lit-fromw thin green
But in one particular way, this was a very different scene: The Regis had nmanifested herself.

An oval energy flux surrounded by a blue ninbus, its long axis vertical, hung over the
Sensor. The nmauve flux gave off solar prominences of light. Wthin it were swirling lights and
within the swirl, barely discernible in the brilliance, was the fenale formof the Regis.

"Qur Matrix is now approaching the bio-energy |evel needed for transnutation."

Regi s and Sensor were attended by several Shock Troopers. One of these the Regis
instructed, "Trooper, step forward!"

The Shock Trooper obeyed, sonehow seem ng subdued despite its inmmrense size and arnanents.
The incandescence played across its arnor as it stared at its ruler-deity, the Regis.

"You have proved yourself time and again," she told it, "as both a soldier and a shape-
changer. In both these capacities you have hel ped ensure the survival of our race. Your
out standi ng achi evenents won you the honor of engaging the eneny in the Shock Trooper arnor that
now enfol ds your being."

Her face was little nore than a blank mask with shadowed eye sockets and the ridge of a
nose. "Now the tine has cone for you to continue your evolution, to take the next step upward in
the spiral of Protogenetic progress! Are you ready?"

The Trooper, watching her with its single optical sensor, made a biotechnic gurgling and a
ki nd of hunchi ng bow of obei sance.

"Very well! As | have spoken, so it shall be done! Prepare yourself for disenbodi nent and
transmutation!" The Regis flung her arns wide, and the green Sensor was agl ow. Energy crackl ed and
sizzled through the Hive Center

Vines of living Protoculture power snaked out fromthe Sensor to envel ope the Trooper. In
anot her monent it seened to be in a rictus of agony, its superhard arnmor crunbling fromit |ike
pl aster, as it stood in the center of a gl obe of transpl endence.

Abruptly the arnor was gone, and a pul sating egg hung in the center of the solar fury.
"The di senbodinment is conplete,” the Regis decreed. "You are yoursel f, unadorned, w thout
identity, awaiting transnutation into the shell that will make you invincible!"

The egg beat like a heart. What it held was |like the drone Rand and Anni e had seen, and
yet unlike it, the product of a |long evolutionary progression

The Regi s gathered her indistinct hands to her blank breasts, palmto palm "Behold the
final stage in your evolution! Behold the Enforcer!™

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

They had noved so fast they had forgotten sonmething. They were racing to save a world, and
particularly the Hunan species, but nobody had ever said anybody was going to be grateful. It was
just as well that they started getting used to that fact then

Xandu Reem A Stranger at Home: A Bi ography of Scott Bernard

The I nvid anome hung before the Regis, a minor sun throwing off streamers of starflare. She threw
her hands out w de, and the sunlet was swallowed up in a roaring pillar of ravening power. It
burned upward |i ke a huge searchlight beam as sonething took shape within.

The light died and it was reveal ed. Twi ce the size of the Shock Troopers, it nmounted a
shoul der cannon like theirs but had a suggestion of the Controller's long nuzzle. Its claws were
proportionately snaller, adapted for finer work, but nuch nore powerful than those of the necha
standi ng around it paying homage. It held all the power of the Matrix outpouring that had created
it.

Its optical sensor fixed on the Regis, the Enforcer awaited her command.

The cool, clean water felt so good that Lancer could al nost believe he was back at the o-
faro, the bath. Wen he had | athered and rinsed hinself, he began a little Misune exercise, |ike
the ones his masters used to give him

Using a theatrical depilatory, he renmpved the hair fromhis chest, legs, arnmpits, and so
on. Then Yel |l ow Dancer perforned a naiden's bathing ritual, abandoning self for role. Each
stylized gesture and novenent woul d nake an audi ence believe in the denure young girl; each pose
and notion, handed down for centuries, contained a hundred subtleties.

But Yell ow had becone so clunsy, so out-of-practice! Surely Master Yoshida woul d have
broken three sticks upon Lancer by now Still, the exercise brought a feeling of calmserenity, a
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rem nder of gentility and the frailty of beauty-a renewed faith in the high value and evasive
exqui siteness of life itself.

Yel | ow enmerged fromthe bath, still noving with the grace of the art. She held a towel
close for nodesty, even in that solitary place. She conbed her long purple hair out carefully with
her free hand. Then Yel |l ow Dancer stretched out, stonmach down, towel wound around niddle, to nap
in the warm sunlight that found its way down through gaps in the jungle roof and the forest
canopy.

Gradual |y, Lancer reenerged, working on the problemof howto carry on the mssion to
Refl ex Point. Had Scott's single-m ndedness blinded himto the drawbacks in his rafting schene?

A sudden sound made him 1l ook up, all freedomfighter now He couldn't believe soneone had
managed to steal up on him it had never happened to Lancer before. But it was too |ate; a knobby
branch, padded by wi ndi ngs of creeper, thunped across the back of his skull

"Timber-rrr!™

Rand stepped back as the tree went down, dragging vines and creepers, branches from ot her
trees with it. It sent up | eaves and dust and all sorts of sounds as the creatures living in the
tree fled in panic or anger.

"I"'mgettin' pretty good at this Paul Bunyan stuff, huh?" he asked his teammates proudly.

But nobody seened very inpressed. Annie, |ooking up fromwhere she and Rook and Marl ene
wer e meki ng cross-nenbers for the raft, snarled, "Waddaya want, a standi ng ovati on?"

Mar | ene gi ggl ed, and everyone stared at her. "Looks |ike our patient's finally starting to
| oosen up a bit," Scott sniled.

But inside, he was trying to sort out his feelings. If Marlene was inproving-if she began
regai ni ng her menory-that mght nean she woul d go her own way soon. He had tried not to think of
that other life that she had obviously left behind. He tried not to think about the | over or even
the husband who m ght be waiting for her, but now that was | ess and | ess possi bl e.

In the midst of Scott's thoughts about Marlene, a |ong spear with a gl eam ng, nachi ned-
met al head suddenly arced out of the treeline and buried itself in a forest giant right next to
him The long shaft of stripped, dried wood bobbed slowy.

More spears foll owed, as Scott roared, "Follow ne!" and | ed the way back toward the mecha.
The rest of the group pounded after him Mracul ously, no one had been hit. They had to veer from
a direct course, as a virtual hedgehog of spearpoints was thrust through a wall of undergrow h.

Scott detoured, hoping he wouldn't |ose his bearings, gun in hand. He yelled for Lancer
but got no answer, and feared the worst. Scott had no idea who was attacking, but it clearly
wasn't the Invid, and he had no wish to hurt any Human if he could help it. As the team nenbers
sprinted across a clearing, |leaves and dirt flew as ropes of braided grass creaked, and all six
travel ers were hoisted aloft in an enornous net.

They were squashed in together against each other every which way, Scott l[osing his
pistol, the others too tightly pinned to get to theirs. The world spun and swayed bel ow t hem but
after a nonent Scott saw people cone out of conceal nent and into the open

The spears had Rand expecting sone |ost tribe, a bunch of Yananmano, perhaps, who had
sonehow survived the Wars and left their traditional territory. But instead, the team was | ooking
down at men in factory-produced shoes and boots, albeit tattered and decayi ng ones, and trousers
made from nmachi ne-woven fabric.

But the nen were a bearded and nustached and headbanded bunch, carryi ng honenmade bows,
arrows, and spears, although the weapon heads were of netal. They wore beads and feathers and
shell jewelry. Nothing nade sense.

"Wwhoever they are, they |look |like they' re honked off about sonething," Annie observed.

An ol der fellow with snowwhite hair and beard gestured up at themw th a warcl ub whose
head had been set with flakes of sharpened steel. "Bring themto the tenple!"

The way he said "tenple" had Rook expecting sonething fromone of the venerated oldtine
novi es, but she was wong. The natives nmarched them at spearpoi nt downriver to an agi ng, nassive,
hydroel ectric power damthat | ooked to be in disrepair.

They were soon di sarned and standing out on a platformof |ashed tinbers on one of the dam
crest piers. The green river valley seenmed to stretch out forever, and the waters of the spillway
basin fought and swirled far below them All gates appeared to be open, and water fell in huge,
white cascades, filling the area with m st

Their hands had been tied, and each captive had been fitting with an ankl e shackl e
rivetted to a heavy weight. Scott was |ooking around for sonme sign of Lancer, hoping that he had
gotten clear and could conme to their rescue.

"Now you will pay for your sacrilege!” the white-haired | eader said. "You are outl anders
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and your presence in this place has of fended the river god."

He gestured to where the open taint-or gates and | ow evel outlets were letting the |eve
of the reservoir fall. "It is because of you that the river god has turned his back on us and is
| eaving the valley!"

"Ch, cone on!" Rand shouted, and sone of the spearheads wavered close to his chest.
"You're not telling ne you're going to kill us just because this friggin' dam s had a
mal f uncti on?"”

Scott already saw that that was exactly what the locals had in mnd, but could nake little
sense of the matter. How could such a tribal society, such a primtive belief system spring up in
a single generation?

The only answer he could think of was the fact that the teamwas now in the region that
had becone a Zentraedi control zone, back when Khyron took refuge after the apocal yptic battle in
whi ch Dol za's force was w ped out. The Zentraedi would certainly have found good use for the
hydroel ectric power, but their giant size would ve made it difficult for themto operate and
mai ntain the dam The answer woul d have been to spare a picked group of M cronian techs.

Most of the nmen in the group were in their md-twenties or so, Scott judged. If a |ot of
the techs had been killed, inadvertently or otherw se, upon Khyron's departure, that woul d have
left kids and a few ol dsters-like the white-haired man with the slightly unhinged | ook in his eye-
to put together a new society of their own. Perhaps they had borrowed el ements of their crude
culture fromlocal Indians.

As to why the whol e area had been roofed over, apparently by the Invid-Scott could only
conclude that this was another of their experinmental |abs, a kind of grandi ose ant farm

"Silence!" the old man was howling. "The only way to bring back the river god's denis to
sacrifice you!" He gestured to the shrinking reservoir.

He nmust be ol d enough to recall the days before the Wars, Scott saw and certainly the days
before the Invid and the Robotech Masters. But sonething had wenched his mnd away fromthe days
of sanity and rational thought, and | ocked himinto superstition

"My lord, | think I have an idea," Scott interjected. "If we' ve sinned against your god,
we plead ignorance. But we will set things right by bringing the river god's den back to your
val ley. "

The ol d man | ooked at Scott; perhaps he recalled the techs in their worksuits-not so
different from Scott's uniformwho had once nmade the dam do their bidding. "You can do this?"

"I'f, inreturn, you let us go."

The old man stroked his beard with gnarled, black nailed fingers. "Very well, outlander
But if you fail, your conpanions die!"
Scott angled a thunb at Lunk. "I'll need his help."

And | hope it's enough

Scott surprised hinself by recalling as nuch about dam construction as he did froma years-
ago O ficer Candi date engi neering cl ass.

Lunk followed himat a dead run, and they soon reached the outlet control structure,
further along the dam But when they got to the control room they found a nusty room of hal f-
corroded nmachi nery and a bew | dering collection of |ong-outnoded technol ogy. Switches were frozen
in place; CRTs were dark and silent.

Scott had concluded that sone mal functioni ng aut osystem had opened the gates to rel ease
the reservoir waters. "W'Il shut off everything until we find the right one," he told Lunk
Reopening themat a later tine would be the |ocals' problem

"The outl anders have been gone a long tine, Silverhair," a warrior said to the white-
hai red chi ef.
"Yes.
t henmsel ves. "
"Hol d on a second!" Rand protested. "If Scott says he'll do sonething, then he'll do it!
Just give himtinme!"
The ol d chief nodded slowy. "It is hard for you to face the fact that they have deserted
you. Ul u!"

The warrior addressed as U u brought up his spear blade and leveled it at them

Silverhair considered that. "Perhaps they abandoned their conpanions to save

After some time, Lunk stopped pulling |evers and spinning nanual val ve wheels at random
and began readi ng designhation plates on the various consoles. By niracul ous good fortune, he found
a m | dewed manual . The covers were rotted to soggy filth, but the schematics thensel ves had been
| am nat ed.
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Lunk night have his problens with social interaction, but he had never been outwitted by
an inani mate object yet. He puzzled over the highpoints of the operating procedures for |ong
m nutes, then noved decisively. "Hey, Scott! | found it!"

It was a nassive, two-bladed |Iever, an energency manual control that would in cases of
power failure close the gates by nmeans of a fluidic backup system But it, too, had suffered from
t he decades of negl ect.

Lunk strained at it, the nmuscles of his shoulders and arnms bunching and swelling. Scott
threw his strength into the fight, too, their hands cl anped around the switch.

U u's spear blade was close. "Trust us, will you?" Rook said, not able to take her eyes
off it. "They'll do it and be back." The spearpoint edged closer, and a half dozen other warriors
canme after Uu, to see that the job was done thoroughly.

The | ever nmoved, an unbelievable quarter-inch, down its grooves. Scott and Lunk braced
their feet against the console, teeth gritted, heaving for all they were worth. The | ever noved
anot her hal f inch.

"I warned your conpanions that all of you-would pay the price of their failure," the chief
sai d. The spear blades henmed in the team nenbers.

Suddenly there was a change in the sound of the water gushing through the gates and
outlet. The fl ow was | esseni ng.

"They did it,"” Rand exulted. "They shut off the valve!” Annie managed a cheer. As the team
and the tribe watched, the flow was shut off, at both the top of the damand the bottom

"The valley is saved," the old chief said. "The river god is appeased at last!" H's nmen
were a little frightened by what they had seen, but joyous anyhow.

Scott and Lunk got back to the damcrest as fast as could, only to find that their
t eammat es had been unshackl ed and were receiving the tribesnen's cl anorous thanks.

"W invite you to beconme nenbers of our tribe," the old man said when Scott and Lunk got
t here.

"Thank you, but first there's a m ssing brother of our tribe we have to find," Scott
deflected the invitation.

"Hey! Silverhair!" cane a shout. "I didit! | got nyself a wife!l"

There was a barefoot kid in ragged cutoffs and T-shirt, naybe an undersized thirteen years
old or so, coming their way. "I'ma man now " he puffed, dragging a big, heavy old duffel bag
after him

"I't's Magruder," said Silverhair the chieftain.

"Did he say “wife'?" Rand nurnured.

Magr uder staggered to a stop before Silverhair and dropped the rope, as the warriors
gathered round. "I captured nyself a wife," he panted again, "so according to tribal |aw, you have
to make me a warrior!" He pushed his narrow chest out proudly.

Rook got the distinct inpression that Magruder was nore excited about the prospect of
being a warrior than about having a wife. Typical for his age, she decided.

Just then the duffel bag heaved and fell open. Everyone there gasped.

CHAPTER El GHTEEN

Protocul ture Garden: Eden or Cet hsemane?
Sam zdat Reader's Digest article, Novenber 2020

Rand found hinself |ooking down at a famliar mass of purple hair. "Lancer!"

Lancer, gagged, glared up at Rand and at the rest of the world. Scott turned to Magruder
with a rare smle. "I'mafraid |'ve got some bad news for you, kid. Y see, your fiancée is a man.
And not one that I'd like to have nad at ne, if you catch nmy drift."

Magruder | ooked stricken. "It can't be! That's nmy wife!"

The tribesman were beginning to guffaw, and Annie was giggling a bit hysterically. "Is
this the mssing brother you were tal king about?" Silverhair asked.

Rand nodded, "Yeah; his nane's Lancer."

Magruder had knelt to undo the gag. "Uh-oh."

Lancer | ooked at himmldly. "It was an honest mistake, little nan. Now" He drew a deep
breath. "Get ne out of this thing!"
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Scott and some of the others stooped to hel p, Magruder being too paralyzed. Everyone was
united in | aughter now, at the expense of woebegone Magruder. Rand was having trouble catching his
breath. "I-I guess you haven't had nuch experience, huh, little guy?"

Anni e was anong the | oudest, until she saw how hurt and nortified Magruder was. She
stopped in nmid-laugh, realizing that here was a mnd of kindred spirit, another runt of the litter
trying to nake a place for himself and be accepted on equal terns.

The chief was ruffling the kid's hair; plainly, he was a sort of pest/mascot. "I hope you
will forgive him my friends. Magruder, these are our guests.”

But Magruder broke free, grabbed up a spear, and ran fleetly for the jungle.

Anni e nade a stop at the truck, then foll owed Magruder's trail. She caught up with himin
alittle clearing at the edge of the stream where he had anbushed Lancer. She could hear him
crying, so she backed up sonme di stance, then made a | ot nore noise. "Yoo-hoo!"

He brought his spear around, swi ping quickly at his eyes with the back of his hand. "Who
isit?"

She struggled through the undergrowth into the clearing, trailing the long skirt she had
scavenged back in New Denver. She was wearing a di aphanous top, and in her hair was a flower
garl and she had nmade that afternoon.

Anni e struck a gl amour pose, one hand behind her head, and batted her eyel ashes at him
She sang, "Hi-ya. Magruder!" He gasped and dropped his spear; she sauntered over and sort of
nudged her shoul der up agai nst him

He struggled to say, "Wh...what are you supposed to be?"

She sniled coyly. "You poor thing! You' ve got such a lot to | earn about the opposite sex!
Y need a real woman to show you what nakes the world go round, hmm®"

He pull ed away so fast that she al nost toppled over, letting out a squawk. "And | suppose
you're a real wonman?"

Annie's lower |ip thrust out and she nmade fists. "Hey, listen, buster: don't forget your
last girlfriend! I'ma dam sight closer than he was!"

He crossed his arns on his chest. "That's none of your business! Wy don't you go away and
| eave nme al one?"

"You'll never get a wife, you |l anebrain!" she bawied at him "A woman'd have to be nuts to
hook up with a dippy squirt |like you!"
"Ch, yeah?"

"“Yeah! You're hopel ess!"

They were snarling at each other, when Annie remni nded herself why she had cone out there
Hol d your horses, Annie! If you play your cards right, this guy could make you a jungle princess.
O a queen. Who knows? They mi ght even make you a goddess!

She turned from him hands clasped to where her bosom was due to appear any day now. "l'm
really sorry for shouting at you, Magruder," she sniffed. "It's just that-it's so difficult when a
wonan becones enotionally involved."

Magr uder | ooked |ike he'd been sandbagged. "Uhh! You're not crying, are you? Hey, don't do
that!"

Everythi ng was going just swell, Annie figured. In a week or two she woul d be running the
val l ey. But then her schedule was thrown out the window with a lowrunbling, a trio of Shock
Troopers flew by overhead. "Yikes! Invid!"

Magr uder | ooked up at themstonily, as the flight of Troopers disappeared in the distance.
"The Overlords have conme back to their nest here in the valley."

Annie turned to him " Overlords'?"

He nodded. "My people hate them Ever since they first came here, and nmade the great roof
over this valley, hunting has been bad; they frighten the gane."

He pointed downriver. "The strange three-in-one flowers grow thick down there, and so the
Overlords built the great roof over the valley, to nake this place their garden. The | egends say
that sonmeday the river god will rise up to smte them but"-a shrug-"so far that day hasn't cone."

He turned and reached for his spear. Annie frowned, "Um Macky, you' re not gonna try
sonet hi ng stupid, are you?"

He hefted the weapon. "It's tine | became a man!" he said. "I'lIl prove nyself in battle!"

Hollering at himto use his head didn't help. He sprang away into the trees, ninble as a
squirrel. Annie stunbled after him tugging to free the hemof her skirt from some thorns. Wen
she saw Magruder next, he was poised on a branch near a wide trail-a trail that had been beaten
down by sonething a | ot bigger than any wild gane in the valley.

She hit the dirt as she heard the tread of necha. Wen she lifted her head again, Mgruder
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was swinging at the | ead Shock Trooper on a vine, clutching his spear, yowing a fierce battle
cry.

He landed with remarkable skill, on top of the lead alien's head canopy. "Now they'll stop
| aughing at nme! 1'll show all of themthat Magruder is a nan!"

Anni e was prepared to see the spearpoint bounce off and Magruder either fall to his death
or be plucked to bloody shreds. But instead, just as he struck, the Invid, apparently oblivious to
him fired its thrusters. Magruder |ost his bal ance, caught his spear with both hands and fell.
The spear | odged sideways in the grooves at the back of the cranial canopy; Magruder clung to it.

The next thing Annie knew, her new flame was bei ng dragged away through the air, feet
ki cki ng, atop a Shock Trooper

It took her a while to get the tribesmen and her own teanmates to believe it. The LaBelle
lower lip was thrust out again. "That's right! This place is sone kind of Invid hothouse! Mgruder
took themon all by hinself! He's convinced the only way he'll get you to stop laughing at himis
beconme a macho sexist Tarzan!"

Silverhair shook his head. "That boy will be the death of ne."

"The Invid are probably | ooking for us," Scott said.

"The tribesmen are going after Magruder!" Rand shouted. "Scott, we've got to help these

guys; the Invid Il w pe out every |last one of "em"”

"We've barely enough Protoculture left to light a match,” Lancer pointed out, "let alone
fight a battle."

Scott was lost in thought, staring off at the dam "Then, we'll have to inprovise and

maybe get a little hand fromthe good old river god."

Rand and Lancer began to get the idea, |ooking at their |eader skeptically. It was funny
how Scott wasn't very flexible until it came to fighting off the Invid.

"The trick will be in getting the Invid close enough to the dam W may have to risk the
| ast of our Protoculture reserves to lure themthere."

Rand added, "Leave it to ne. Those big boys just love to follow ny Cyclone."

"Good. The rest of you, | want enough expl osives planted on that damto bl ow the whol e
busi ness through those holes in the roof. Cobalt grenades, Tango-9-the works. And we're going to
need Protoculture flares."

Lunk and Rook were smling, though Marl ene | ooked apprehensi ve and unconprehendi ng. Annie
was off to one side, thinking. | don't like this! Macky and ne're being left, out in the cold! My
jungle darlin's just got to prove hinself, or-ahh! Eurekal

The Shock Troopers had been flying a slow spiral pattern, |ike searching wasps. They
weren't flying very fast, but they were nore than high enough for the young woul d-be warrior to
make an unfavorabl e i npression on the ground when he hit.

He hel d on, hoping they woul d pass over the reservoir or some other body of deep water
soon. That was his only hope, and his hands were going nunb. His fingers were slipping.

Then the alien necha flewinto the nmddle of a hail of boulders. The rocks bounced or
broke harm essly on the nmecha. The Shock Troopers shiel ded thensel ves with the | adybug-shaped
targones nounted on their forearns. They | anded, |ooking around nore in curiosity than in anger or
al arm

The Invid thenselves didn't understand all the secrets of the Flower of Life. For sone
reason, the Flowers had chosen to thrive in this valley, and it was critically inportant to the
Invid to understand why. Therefore, they had roofed the place, in order to control study
conditions. They left the popul ation of atavistic Humans unbot her ed.

At least, so far. The Troopers were hit by a rain of spears and arrows that shattered on
or rebounded fromthem Their optical sensors swept the jungle for enem es. Magruder nanaged to
drag hinself up. "Hey! Hold your fire!"

Silverhair shouted fromthe shelter of a |eafy screen. "Quick, get down!"

But Magruder sprang to his feet, standing on the Trooper as if it were a nmountain he had
just scaled. "Look at me, Silverhair! I'"'ma man, and I'Il prove it to you!"

Magruder felt that this was his nonment. He grasped his spear and got ready to thrust it
into the nonster's brain.

But a figure swung out of nowhere, scooping himoff the Shock Trooper's head just as the
thing reached up to find out what was irritating it. Al loy claws clashed together on enpty air.

Lancer, sw nging across to safety with Magruder under one arm |aughed. "Keep trying to
kill yourself and you won't live to be a very old man."

Anni e saw where they would land and ran to neet Magruder. There wasn't much tine left to
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get her plan in gear.

The Shock Troopers turned on the tribesnen, who were pelting themwi th arrows and spears
again. The Invid advanced slowy, hoping to |learn what had caused the change in these docile
primtives.

"They' ve taken the bait!" bellowed Silverhair. "Hurry; back to the tenple!"

Rand, leaning on a log next to his Cyclone, tossed pebbles at a | eaf aimessly and yawned.
| hate waiting! Let's get this turkey in the oven

He never heard the bare feet sneaking up behind him and he only began to turn when he
heard the swi sh of the creeper-wapped wooden club. Then he was stretched out cold.

The Shock Troopers |unbered under the i mense trunks of the deserted tree-city with the
Regis's voice ringing within them "The Robotech Rebels are sonewhere in the vicinity! Scan for
traces of Protoculture activity!"

It didn't take themlong to find it and hear it. A Cyclone revved nearby and the optica
sensors swung to fix on it at once.

Straddling Rand's Cyc with Magruder behind her holding the handl ebars, Annie settled her
goggl es and shrilled her war cry. "Hit it!"

Magruder, it turned out, wasn't as primtive as he | ooked. He had sone experience with the
t wo- wheel ed, battery-powered putt-putts that the dam engi neers had once used to get around on. He
gave the accelerator a twist, and the Cyc shot off along the wooden overhead wal kway.

The Invid | ooked up, follow ng the noise. Rand, lying trussed up back where he had fallen,
shri eked through his gag, Those brats stole nmy Cycl one!

Magruder did a daring junp fromone level to the next, right above the Invids' heads, and
Annie didn't seemto realize just what danger she was in. "Yeah, there they are! Yoo-hoo! Cone and
get us!"

The Shock Troopers rocketed after them slowed a bit by the need to watch out for the
gi ant trees. Magruder zoormed down to the jungle floor and away; the aliens began nmaking up the
di stance quickly. "Okay, remenber to hold on tight now" Annie yelled.

"I will!"™ Annihilation discs began crashi ng near by.

Anni e seened undi sturbed as the Cyc hurtled along, finding paths through the dense foliage
that only the tribes-people knew. "Magruder, ny little Ape-Guy, we're gonna nmake a nman of you
yet!"

Rook set her l|ast cobalt grenade in place. There was only one linpet nine, and Lancer was
placing that to the best advantage. The grenades and Tango-9 woul d have to do the rest of the job.
She didn't want to think about what would happen if it wasn't enough

Ironically, Silverhair and his people raised no objection to the whole plan. Deliverance
inthe formof the river god was what they had al ways | ooked for. It was the reason they had
defended their god's den. It was obvious to the tribe that the freedomfighters were just
messengers of the god, sent to assist him Rook was beginning to think the religion wasn't as
crazy as it seened.

She l|istened, for the two-dozenth tinme, for the approach of Rand's Cyc. Don't you dare
screw up this one! she thought to himsilently. Then she wondered why she shoul d even care about
hi m

Then she thought again, C non, Rand. C non

Lancer set the last of his charges and delicately threaded a lilylike flower in one of its
adhesion legs, for an artistic touch. He patted it, then turned and dashed for high ground.

The trooper caught up faster than Annie had calcul ated, jostling the Cyc with near mnisses
in the long feeder tunnel that led to the dam Magruder |ost control just as they shot out of the
tunnel and mecha and riders all ended up plunging through a screen of fronds and | eaves and
spilling in separate directions over |ush grass.

The Invid appeared a nonent later to | and and stal k closer, spreading to either side. This
Protoculture notorcycle was simlar to the freedomfighters', but its riders seened to have no
arnor, no weapons. There would have to be a little nore exam nation before irrevocabl e di sposition
of the Humans was nade.

That was the nonent when Lunk blew the flares; all Invid heads turned automatically. A
dozen Protocul ture mni-suns burned on the dam s concrete face.
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CHAPTER NI NETEEN

They were such disparate personalities-it's anmazing that anyone coul d have believed they would
come together as a result of random forces.

Crowel |, Remenber Qur Nanes! (The Road to Reflex Point)

"Protoculture activity on the daml" The Regis's voice came to her children. "lnvestigate!"

The gl eam ng purpl e Shock Troopers boosted away, forgetting Annie and Magruder for the
monent. Lunk canme dashing off the dam crest roadway, getting clear of Ground Zero

Scott watched with satisfaction as the Troopers, joined by the others who had been conbing
the valley, plumeted down to the blinding-bright Protoculture flares set along the damface. He
pushed the button.

Concrete blew out in a stormof conventional and Protocul ture shaped charges, as the dam
fractured and broke. The Invid necha were stunned by what was happening and then they were thrown
backward and down by the falling concrete cliff and the freshwater sea behind it. In a nonent, a
squadron of Invid were wi ped away, snmashed and flattened by forces that not even Robotech arnor
coul d withstand.

"And so the river god | egend cones true," Scott mnused, | ooking down on the devastation
fromthe heights. Just lying on top of some Flowers of Life had given Rand weird visions; perhaps
living in the mdst of a preserve of themhad given the tribe sone kind of altered perception, or
presci ence

The wat er quickly pushed up dirt and trees, hunks of necha and vegetation. It was less a
tidal wave than a noving wall of mud and solid debris that would plow down anything before it. A
| ot of Flowers were dooned. Maybe the Invid would even |ose interest in the valley.

Lunk, Rook, and Lancer had come up behind him Lancer spoke softly. "Did the tribe's
Vi si ons serve us, or..."

Anni e pushed herself up, realizing that she had been lying on top of Magruder. Nearby, the
Cyc rested on its side, snoking, but still intact. "Macky! My little G eystoke! Are you hurt?"

Magr uder noved, then sat up, rubbing a bunp on his head and knowi ng that by all rights he
and Anni e should have been torn linmb from bough. Then he heard the din of the flood. They had
barely made it high enough; a few yards away and several down, the broached reservoir had left its
hi gh-wat er mar k.

Anni e was offering hima handful of white silk, her gage for her jungle knight. "Need a
hanki e?"

H s hands cl osed around hers. "Hey, we did it, Annie! Thank you, oh, thank you!" H s face
was alight; not even Silverhair could say no to hi m now

Anni e sat listening to the world-shaking noise of the flood recede. Sunlight canme directly
down on themthrough one of the holes in the Invid-built roof. It seened a perfect nonment, the
kind she had al ways wanted to live, the kind she had al ways wanted to trap i n anber

"Believe me, Macky, it was ny pleasure."

Rand was beginning to get a grip on the knots that held him "If they've damaged ny
Cyclone 1'lIl twist the skin off their heads and strangle "emwth it!"

He was blinded by salt sweat, but he was working nostly by feel. He had an enornous
headache fromthe shot he had taken. "Wat is it with kids these days, anyway?"

It was a holy night in the treetop town, both because the Invid had been driven out by the
river god's righteous wath, and because Magruder had at |ast proved hinself a man of the tribe.
(The team noticed that a nunber of people were breathing a sigh of relief about that, since they
woul dn't have put up with any nore of Magruder's pecadillos.)

Magruder and Annie, in the best rainment of the village, got to sit side by side in the
hi gh- backed chairs of honor in the tribe's council hall. Annie |ooked a little punchy but very
happy. In addition to greeting Magruder as a man and a brother, Silverhair offered himhis choice
of any wonman as his wife.

"All hail, Mgruder!"

The river receded quickly, and for sone reason the tribe didn't seem bothered by the |oss
of the dam or the likelihood that the Invid would come again. Prophesies had been served, had
been borne out, and thus other prophesies and Visions-which the tribemenbers woul dn't di scuss-
woul d be, too. Therefore, all was well.

Wth the tribe's help, the building of a string of rafts went with surprising ease and
speed. There were hi dden warehouses, with enpty oil druns, cordage, and tools. Several nights
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|ater, the teamfloated off downstream on a string of rafts that supported them and their necha.

Lunk had gotten a few powerful heat-turbine outboard engines going, and these were used
for steering and mini mal propul sion-enough to give the rafts headway. Even Marlene had to man a
sweep, since the team was now one nenber short.

The shoreline still reeked of the stuff that had been washed up onto it during the flood
Wat ching the lum nous fairy-grove of the tribe, each team nenber thought about what Annie had
meant to himor her. Al, that is, except for Rand, who stood by his outboard and | ooked
downstreamonly, refusing to acknow edge that anything had happened.

The others silently manned steering engi nes or sweeps. At last he whirled on them "Wy
the Iong faces? You all look like your gerbil just died. Try pulling yoursel ves together, okay?
We're better off! You didn't have to | ook after her as much as | did, so trust me on this one. Now
us big kids are free to get on with sone down 'n' dirty freedomfighting!"

Rook, sitting with her back to a crate, hiked herself up a little, studying him "Y' know,
you're as transparent as glass."

Rand nade a bl ustering objection, then turned away, his cheeks hot. Then he said in a | ow
voice, "Hey, | think we've arrived."

It was just coming into view around a bend. The Invid Hive |looked a little Iike a spider
straddling the river. Its nodules were all alight now, Iike blister windows. Its curved underside
glowed i ke a belly-furnace. As they watched, a flight of nmecha left it, ungainly bats naking
their way out into the night.

"There are no Hives like that," Scott breathed. "That's the weirdest |ooking-" He drew
breath. "All right, everybody; you know what to do."

They had tarped the necha and Lunk's truck w th camoufl age covers, but that didn't hold
much prom se for the tine when the string of rafts cane in under the bright undergut of the Hive.
It was |like being a bug under a | anp beam Rand reflected, as he huddl ed under a tarp, staring up
at the fiery glare of the thing.

But somehow they weren't noticed. They coul dn't deci de whether it was because the Invid
were in a turnmoil after suffering | osses, or sinply that the aliens were | ooking for Protoculture
spoor and ignoring everything el se.

The stilted Hive nmade a bizarre sight, set against the delicate pink-lighted inner surface
of the trenmendous roof shell. At sonme point, the teamrealized that the |light had grown | ess
harsh, that they had passed out of the fortress's inediate area. They energed from cover as the
rafts drifted into darkness.

Somet hi ng crossed the night sky. It was the patrol they had seen | eave the fortress,
exiting the valley through one of the giant holes. There were five Shock Troopers flying as the
rear two echelons of a triangle, two followed by three. But what was at the apex nade the team

gasp.

"Hey, look at-" Rand began

"I don't think I've ever heard of a Trooper |like that before," Lancer said, the |ast of
the Hive's light catching his pale skin.

Scott was shaking his head slowy. He had nenorized every nmecha-identification profile
there was, arid he had never seen this one. It was twice the size of the others. "Wat could it
be?"

But there were no answers.

Once again, Rand's Notes on the Run offers an enlightening conmrentary on the subtler
forces affecting the team

"“Anot her two days' rafting brought us to a deserted city where, wonder of wonders, we
found a pinch of Protoculture in an old Southern Cross underground shelter-just enough to keep us
going. It should have nmade us rubber-kneed with relief, really; it was a lucky find. But we were
all still alittle depressed about Annie. | kept expecting her to start yapping and pestering nme."

"Unl oadi ng the necha fromthe rafts was a | ot easier once they were under power, and the
Beta lifted Lunk's APC off like it was a toy. We decided to hole up in the downtown hub of that
enpty burg for a few days, to see what else there nmight be that we could use. The Forager in ne
didn't trust the place-those w ndy streets, echoing concrete canyons-but | knew there would be few
other places to resupply between there and the coast."

"Figuring a few rest stops, Scott told us he estinmated another el even days' travel to the
Paci fic coast of Panama, where we would get ready for that hop to what all the old maps call Baja
California. Mst of Central Anerica was an Invid bailiw ck, and the Gulf of Mexico was their
bat ht ub; we didn't have nuch choice but to go around. Scott said we m ght nanage to be in the
region of Reflex Point in as little as a nonth or so."
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"Yi ppee. .. "

"While Scott and Lancer went over the maps, and Marlene sort of huddled in Rook's old
jacket, watching Scott. Rook and Lunk and | rode off to see what else we could forage. CQur
headl i ghts only nade the city seem spooki er and nore om nous. Rook was grousing, sonething about
the foolishness of scavenging in the dark."

“I told her, "We'd be sitting ducks during the day-not that | feel a whole |ot safer now

I"mbeginning to think the Invid see equally well, day or night.'"
"It wasn't much of a coment, | suppose. To tell the truth, | was still thinking about
Marl ene, and the | ooks she was giving Scott. If we had been living some oldtime nusical, | would

have said the two of them were about to burst into a sonber duet. As for ne, that intinmate
connectedness | had felt with Marl ene seened to be fading. And nmy feelings toward Rook changed
from second to second."

"Anyway, there we were riding anong | eaning and teetering buil dings, toppled w eckage,
cracked streets with weeds growi ng up through themand the Invid junped us. A flight of Pincer
Ships were following either that giant one we had seen back in the valley or its twin."

"They took a novel approach, blasting the top floors of buildings to pieces, raining
ci nder bl ocks and cenent and pieces of girder and gl ass down on us. W did sone stunt driving you
won't find in any books, with dust coating our goggles and sticking in our teeth. A granite
splinter opened a groove in Lunk's cheek."

"It seened like we fled forever. Then we zazzed around this turn and Scott and Lancer were
there, running neck and neck, Marlene riding pillion behind Lancer. We had gotten |ax, maybe,
because Scott was the only one in arnor. Wearing that tin can never seened to bother him | had
seen himsleep in it often.”

"At any rate, he told us to find cover while he ran interference. It nmade sense; without
our arnor, the rest of us were just bikers in a bull's-eye. Then we heard his fireworks, and we
poured on everything we had because as good as Scott was-and he was the best anong us-he couldn't
hold "emfor long."

"I was in the lead, and | spotted a maj or subway entrance. W went down, giving our
kidneys a nice little nmassage on the steps. Scott was right behind Lunk's truck, and the Invid
rounds were already nelting the entrance canopy. We ran to the end of the platformand then hit
the rails."

"Ladi es and gentlenen, it was dark down there! Qur headlights scared up rats as big as
smal | dogs, and other things that didn't fit in any Audubon book | ever saw nutations, of course.”

"I figured we could put up a pretty good fight down there, because the Invid would have to
bunch up and nove slowy. But | nade a note to slip on ny helnet the second there was a chance;
weapons nmake noise, and in the confinenment of the tunnel a few shots would be plenty for a little
short-term hearing | oss."

"What | hadn't foreseen, though, was that the Invid would just shoot at us fromthe street
above. They had tracked us by Protocul ture em ssions, | concluded. | bet that big bozo we had seen
was the one doing the shooting; Pincer Ships sinply didn't have that kind of raw power. Even Shock
Troopers didn't pack such a wallop."

"Sure enough, the first one nade nme partially deaf and gave ne the begi nnings of a week-
| ong headache. At every junction we |ooked for a way to go deeper."

"The Invid shots bl ew strai ght down through ceiling and floor behind us. The ceiling
suddenly col |l apsed and Lunk's APC was nearly stuck, but sonmehow he churned free. | do believe that
glorious old weck |istened when he talked to it."

"W shut down our Cycs so the Invid couldn't sense our Protoculture, but they nust have
gotten a final fix on Lunk's truck, because the |ast volley dam near nailed him As it was, the
whol e tunnel began to break up."

"We all wiggled to shelter under some subway cars, except for Marlene, who had taken a
spill, and Scott, who crouched over her, protecting her with his armor. | | ooked at the two of
them and the way they | ooked at each other and | knew, in that bizarre instant flash you somnetines
get, that they were what Vonnegut called a "Duprass"-a bonded pair. Sonething to do with fate, no
doubt . "

"It sounded |ike they were knocki ng whol e buil di ngs over up above; the tunnel was bl ocked
by fallen debris and concrete back the way we had cone. Lunk's bel oved old jal opy was crunpl ed,
too."

"Then it got quiet. W guessed that they had deci ded they had destroyed us. But there was
no goi ng back; our only chance, the way | sawit, was to | ook for another route out of the place-
find a junction further dowmn. And we had to do it fast, Lancer pointed out, because there mi ght be
Invid | ooking for a way in."
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"Scott was mechanor phosi ng back to cycle node while he was remi nding us how persistent the
Invid were-as if we hadn't seen that for ourselves. If Scott had one weakness as a |eader, it was
stating the obvious. But as he stripped out of his arnor and went to | ook for an exit, his |ight
showed t hat the tunnel had been sort of squooshed together |ike a toothpaste tube in that
direction."

"W were sealed in."

CHAPTER TWVENTY

What is to becone of men and wonen-nmal es and femal es-and the way they cope with one anot her and
the differences between then?

Doesn't this go to the heart of the reason the Robotech Wars started in the first place? The Regis
and Zor? The soul | essness of the Masters? The Shaping of the Protoculture itself?

Isn't it the question that nust be answered before there's a love that's worthy of the nanme?
Altaira Heimel, Butterflies in Wnter: Hunan Rel ations and the Robotech Vars

Rand conti nues:
"Scott hardly batted an eyelash. He just fell back to Plan W or whatever letter he was up
to by then. Can-do, that's the attitude they had drummed into him"

"But w thout any warning at all, Lunk suddenly lost it. The next thing we knew he was
kneeling on Scott's chest, choking him scream ng about how Scott had gotten us into this, how it
was his fault we were going to die. | think the first would be undeni able, but we had all had the

chance to opt out, just like Annie, and so the second part just didn't stick. Maybe Lunk was
regretting that he hadn't stayed behind to give Annie away at the wedding and settle down in a
hanmock sonepl ace. "

"When Lancer and | tried to peel himoff, Lunk just flung us away with one sweep of his
arm growing and roaring |like some berserk Neanderthal. Rook had no intention of letting it go
on, but she was snmarter than we were; | saw her edgi ng her H90 out."

"Lancer saw, too, and so we nade one nore effort. Lunk was foam ng at the nouth, but |
guess by then he had said everything he was thinking-basically, that he was afraid he was going to
die. Lancer and | got arm ocks on both sides, and this tinme we dragged him| oose. Marlene cradled
Scott's head to her and tried to stop the bleeding of his split lip."

"Lancer and | had our hands full, and Lunk was howing for us to | eave himal one. Lancer
st epped back and wound up for a punch. He got a |lot of power into the uppercut-l nade a nenta
note not to poke fun at Yellow Dancer ever again-but it barely rocked Lunk. Still, the big guy

sort of canme out of his fit."

"Lancer was apol ogi zing, although |I noticed he was poised to give Lunk a second dosage if
the diagnosis called for it. But Lunk's nadness seenmed to have left himas quickly as it had cone.
Lancer rem nded himthat Scott hadn't |ed us down there; | had."

"And there | was, nodding, kind of smug, in a sneaky way, about how honest and forthcom ng
I was being. It served nme right for letting ny ego take over; when | wasn't | ooking, Lunk hooked
me. It was a little like being struck by Iightning. Next thing I knew, | was |Iying on the ground
with | oosened teeth."

"Al'l 1 could think of to do was lie on the ground. | settled for giving Lunk my best nean
| ook. 'Feel better? | drooled."

"And it worked. Next thing I know, Lunk's down on his hands and knees beggi ng ny
forgi veness and bl ubbering that he didn't know what got into himhe was scared, he didn't bel ong
on the team didn't have what it took and so on."

"I opted for the high road. Rubbing my jaw, | told himthat it seenmed to nme that he had
had what it took just a second before. | sorta sneaked a | ook at Rook, hoping she had noticed now
mature and big-hearted | was being, but she just sniffed at ne and turned her nose in the air, and
said, "| guess he proved that, didn't he?"

"Sonetines | wish there was a third gender that would do nothing but referee.”

“"Marl ene was | ooking around at us like we were crazy. And | suppose we were; Christ, we
were all crazy, the Robotech Irregulars off on a lark to blow up Reflex Point! No wonder it had
brought us to a dead end."

"We gradual |y pulled ourselves back together. Scott said his head felt |ike sonmebody had
been using it to crack wal nuts."

"Lunk was worried about that sane old thing, what el se? Back in the war he had had to make
tracks froma bad situation, and he saw hinself as a coward. He was afraid he had cracked and | et
us down, too."
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"Lunk had never asked me about this, but fromwhat he adnitted about that firelight,
don't think he could be blanmed for what he did."

"I"'msure that it's a special kind of hell hearing your closest buddy scream for a pickup
and having to stand pat. But when the transnmission's conmng fromthe mddl e of a wal ki ng-barrage
of Invid cannonfire, and the rest of your unit's w ped out, and the man or wonman shrieking at you
is nortally wounded and beyond any possible rescue, | don't call it cowardice. It's part of the
evil of war."

"Lancer had established hinself as a sort of authority figure with that punch, | suppose
you could say. But he tried to point out that Lunk was just Human. Lunk still didn't seemto know
what to do and | ooked |ike he was about to burst into tears again. | gave Rook a little eye signa
and sai d sonebody should start hunting for a back door-that maybe there was sonethi ng we had
nm ssed. "

"She gave ne a funny | ook, but didn't object. She and | got flashlights and started off.
There was the very begi nning of another platformat the far cave-in, and we got down to a | ower
l evel, but there was no exit. W wal ked am d handbills that had faded and gone to tatters,
newsst ands where the candy had been taken by the rats and the stacks of newspapers turned into
cockroach settlenents."

"The steady drip of water was everywhere and you could snell the stagnant pools of it, and
the things rotting in them There were constant skitters in the dark, distant squeaks and squeal s.
It wasn't terribly cold, but it was dank enough to nmake me shiver."

"I |l ooked at the face of the worman on the last edition of Madenoiselle ever to be
publ i shed and coul dn't hel p wonderi ng what | al ways wonder when | come across things like that."

"Did she survive the Invid hol ocaust? Had she |ived through the turf-wars and the plagues
and fam nes and sl ave-roundups? Had she been disfigured; or lived | ong enough to di scover that her
beauty could be a terrible curse in this post-apocalyptic world, and sinply ended it all one day?

"Rook was strangely quiet, and | didn't feel l|ike talking rmich because ny jaw ached.
Finally we were sitting on a platform sw nging our |egs, gazing down at the third rail that would
never know its surge of current again. Qut of nowhere, | was adnitting that I wasn't so sure there
was any way out this tinme.

"I expected the worst, but for once she wasn't busting nmy chops. "Don't give up hope. |'m
sure we'll come up with a way out of here eventually.' Her voice sounded so different all of a
sudden; the world seened to change."

"I was flunmoxed, as the ancients would say. To cover up, | said that even if we did get
out, the team would never be the sane. Rook just lay back with her head pillowed on her hands,
| ooking up at the ceiling. | wanted to stretch out next to her the same way-nothing funny, you
understand, just lie there together |like we were out on a hill soneplace |ooking at clouds. But |
t hought she night take it the wong way, so | didn't."

"I should tell you something,' she said. “|'ve been thinking of quitting the team"'"

"It was the last thing | expected her to say. But she insisted, "It's been on ny mind a

long tinme, Rand.

"“But we're counting on you nore than ever now that-'"

"“I"'mtired of people counting on ne! O maybe I'mjust tired of running for ny life al
the tine.""

"I didn't know how to respond to that, so nmy mouth said, 'C non, you're just like ne. You
thrive on danger!""

"She was | ooking at nme out of the corner of one eye, in a very strange way. Up to a
point." Fromher, it was a najor concession, agreeing with anything | said like that."

"So | gave in alittle, too. “You're right. I'mnot being straight with you when | say
fighting is fun. Maybe | just keep repeating it to keep fromfacing the fact that |'m scared sick
alot of the tine.""

"Now she was watching me with both eyes. “Wiat d'you know? | never thought |'d hear you
admt a thing like that.""

"I shrugged. “It's all been working at ne, Lunk and the Invid and all. Matter of fact,
wonder if this whole mission isn't just a hopeless effort. A half-dozen people just can't do it.""

"Now she was up on one el bow, and | couldn't help noticing how she nmoved in that shiny,
skintight biker's racing suit. 'Rand, | just had a bright idea. Let's quit the team together. Hear
me out! We'd be saving everybody's life. Scott would have to postpone the nission while we all go
| ooking for nore recruits. There are Resistance units. W might be able to assenble a rea
stri keforce.""

"I thought about that for a few seconds. An hour would not have been enough, but | didn't
want her to think I was slow or indecisive nowthat she was just starting to be civil to ne. “1've
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got an even better idea: Wiy don't you and ne just pull out and not cone back?""

"Those fair, fine brows of hers cane together. “Wat are you saying? "

"“We could hop on our bikes and hit the highway again! You and | could get married, have
us a coupla spare wheels-'"

“I't will, by now, be obvious to the know edgeabl e reader that in spite of all the boasting
| had done, | really didn't know nuch about wormen. Rook was giving me a glare that nade ne wonder
if I should go get nyself fumigated."

"But all at once she turned and started twirling a wisp of her forel ock around one finger
| ooking at it kind of cross-eyed. "You' ve conpletely missed ny point, Rand. The point was to pul
out together so we could find nore people and bring them back. Get me?'"

"1 thought the point was to hit the road together because you feel the sane way about ne
that | feel about you,' | opened up. "We'd be perfect together. I'd follow you anywhere in the
worl d. You know that."'"

" Have you conpletely lost your mnd?" "

"“Huh-uh. 1've conpletely lost ny heart.' God, what else did she want nme to say? And so,
of course, because (I'mpretty sure) | had nade ny point, she just-junped to her feet! She just
broke of f the conversation! Wth that one nove, she was calling the tune again."

"So | got up, too, and put nmy arm around her shoul ders, not at all certain that she

woul dn't flip ne down over the third rail. But she stanped one foot and pushed my arm away and
scol ded me instead. “The point of this deal is to save our friends' lives, not to establish a
relationship. If, if you're willing to accept that, then I'mstill game.'"

"*Since you put it that way, | can hardly refuse, can I ?'"

"She chuckl ed softly, that throaty laugh that nade ne wi sh so nuck that we could be
together. “Boy, will Scott be mad,' she added."

"She | aughed sone nore and it nmade ne laugh, but really | was thinking the whole tinme what
it would be like to hold her in ny arms and have her enbrace nme instead of pushing me away. It
made ny head swimand | kind of forgot what we were supposed to be |aughing about."

"Scott didn't think our dropping out was so funny, of course. W kept citing burnout and
the need for nore troops, w thout touching on the Lunk matter, and poor Lunk just stood there

| ooki ng hangdog and miserable. Scott was hanpered by the fact that, after all, none of us had ever
signed an enlistnment paper or sworn an oath of loyalty."
“"Marl ene was just puzzled, but | think Lancer wasn't fooled for a monent. Still, he kept

his peace, for the nbst part, especially when | told them | had thought of a way that we m ght get
out of that sepulcher. They heard nme out, disliked nmy brainstorm but gave in to it anyway."

"It didn't take long and it wasn't too sophisticated. W fastened our |ast spare
Protoculture cells behind a kind of wedge we put on a length of rail that we cut |oose with HI0's.
Scott mounted the wedge on a derelict subway car using his Cyc arnor's strength. The rest was
pretty obvious."

"Scott had yanked Lunk's truck | oose and even strai ghtened out nost of the damage, with
his powered arnor. Everybody understood that there was a chance that we woul d bring the whol e
pl ace down on our heads, but the air was starting to get thin, or so it felt, and we had all had
enough of being buried alive; there were no objections."

"Lunk was calmagain. He got the cells, prined them and |ashed themin place, steady,
proficient-al nost cheerful. The rest of us got into our arnor, while Marlene and Lunk got to
cover. Scott and Lancer stood ready to fire in case Invid cane swarm ng through the hole we were
hopi ng we woul d nmaeke. "

"The car's notor was |ong dead, of course. But Rook and | started heavi ng and pushing
agai nst the back. The powered arnor got that crate noving in no tine, rusted parts freeing up with
banshee shrieks. Then we hit our jets and the car was rocketing forward, faster than it ever
travel ed on the Urban Transmt System | bet."

"W couldn't see, of course, because we had our shoulders to the wheel, but Scott told ne
later that the rail and the canisters of Protoculture just seenmed to go into the rubble Iike an
i cepi ck. Lunk had nounted the cells just, right, so that when they were several yards in, they
went off |ike shaped charges."

"I never found out how Lunk rigged those cells, but suddenly there was a gap in the cave-
in and the car was in it."

"The expl osi on rocked the car back and knocked Rook and me right on our butts, powered
arnmor or no. We pushed the car off again with our feet, to keep the way clear

"It turned out that Lunk had had the presence of nind to rig earplugs for hinself and
Mar | ene; none of us arnored types had thought of it."

"Even before we could get up, Scott was scranmbling into the car, running to the forward
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end with arnor-heavy steps that shook it. Lancer was about a half a high hurdle behind him I
t hought they were being alarmst. But as | was getting a hand up from Rook | heard Scott yell over
the tac net, 'Invidl""

"Apparently, a few personal -arnor nmecha had been hovering out there, trying to figure out
what to do. Maybe they had been afraid to start digging because it m ght bring down the roof on
t hemsel ves; maybe they had some sort of time frame, so that if we didn't dig ourselves out by its
el apse we would be witten off as dead. W'Il never know.

"Scott and Lancer got in the first eight or ten shots and sone nmissile hits, and that set
the stage for a rub-out. Rook and I followed as fast as we could, but there really wasn't nuch to
do but nop up."

"The next part's a little anticlinmactic; we had to wait a bit for the tunnel to cool off
fromthe heat of the firefight and the Pincer Ships' thrusters, but clearing a way with the
powered arnor was a cinch. In less than an hour, we were back on the surface, with no sign of any
patrols and no hint of that big-bruiser eneny necha."

"W took off our arnor. | kept starting to put ny arm around Rook's shoul ders when she was
| ooki ng the other way, and then deciding that she woul d take of fense, then starting to edge my arm
up again-then pulling it back, hoping nobody had noticed. | probably | ooked fairly spastic."

"Here's where it gets surprising again: Wen we finally trudged back to where we had | eft
the VTs, Annie was standing there."

"She was wearing her olive-drab army surplus, that pink rucksack, and an E.T. cap just
like the one she had lost in the fortress-a spare, it wouldn't surprise me. She was sort of noping
around, but when she saw us her face |it up like a Christnas tree."

"After some reunion tinme, we got the story out of her-or at |east, her version. “Can you
picture ne as a jungle princess? They expected ne to gather fruit and nuts and stand in the
background while the nen held council! So | said so-long! Dunb, hm®""

"l suspected that there was probably also the problemthat the tribe wouldn't renane
itself in her honor. And that Magruder expected certain matrinonial accommodati ons. Annie was a
lot like ne: talked a better fight, in certain arenas, than she could deliver."

"I't was pouring down rain by then and we were all standing under the Beta, which had been
hi dden in a parking garage. | had to interrupt Annie. | told her-and everyone el se-that Rook and
were pulling out because we couldn't hack it anynmore. Rook watched ne and didn't say a word. Annie
was shattered, poor kid, but then Rook spoke to back ne up."

"Marl ene said she would stay with Scott, and that seened only as it should be. Lunk was in
for the whole nine yards, as the ancients put it, to Reflex Point. To prove hinself, he said.
(Though | thought that was the wong reason to go on a mssion like that, | kept ny nouth shut.
guess all notives and ideals were at least a little tainted, by then.)"

"The way it turned out was just Rook and ne riding away into a curtain of icy rain, while
the others prepared to go on w thout us. Annie was crying her heart out on Lunk's shoul der. The
farewells had hurt a lot nore than they had hel ped. "

"Sone brilliant plan, Rand!"

"Rook was tearing along way too fast for weather and road conditions, and al nost sl amed
me with her Cyc when | nentioned it. So we rode on, with all of it eating at us and no possibility
of talking it out."

"And we were thinking the same thing: The team was going to carry on the m ssion.

Dropouts, | osses, setbacks-none of that mattered. Sonething greater than thensel ves had taken hold
of them"

"The | ast straw was when Scott and Lancer cruised slowy overhead in VIOL node, a sl ow
flyby and sol emm sal ute. Suddenly ny adored Rook wasn't there anynore; she had nmade a bandit turn
on the slick street, risking her neck, and was chargi ng back the way she had cone. Back to greet
Lunk and Annie; back to board the Al pha she had left behind."

"I turned nore slowy; | just didn't feel like talking to anybody for a while. | was going
to have to get Scott to | and, because he had nmy Beta mated to his Al pha.”

"I wat ched Rook speed through the rain like a Valkyrie on two wheels, a War Storngueen.
didn't want to talk over the tac net or hear the brave words. | was stayi ng because Rook had
stayed; | would have left if she had left."

"Somet hi ng greater than nyself had taken hold of ne."

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE
| suppose it's net a secret by now, though it was a long tinme till Pop knew it. Wen the team
menber s conpl ai ned about what bothered themthe nost, Rand agoni zed over how the books and fil s
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and tapes were dyi ng- how Human hi story was passing away. And | guess sonetinmes he admtted he was
trying to be a one-man dat abank/ preservation society.

A lot of things happened after that, but if you want my opinion, that's when Momfell in | ove for
the first and the last tine.

Naturally she didn't tell himright away.

Maria Bartl ey-Rand, Flower of Life: Journey Beyond Protocul ture

The evolution wasn't finished. It was just begi nning.

The tine had cone for a form beyond that of the Enforcer. It was tine for a new category
of mecha-a new evol utionary step

In the H ve Center at Reflex Point, the Regis | ooked down on two Enforcers. One was the
one that had failed to elimnate the freedomfighters; the other had been quickened | ess than a
week earlier. These two were the nost intelligent, capable and adaptable of the Regis's children

"You have been sunmoned here to assume your rightful place in the new order of our
society," she told them "First you nust undergo transformation to the life formnost suitable to
this planet. Prepare for bio-reconstruction!”

Jagged nets of energy whirled out fromthe huge globe. in the center of the done, to
ensnare the two Enforcers and etch themin light. They withed as if in torment, then froze like
statues. In nonents, the nmecha had been stripped away, dissolved to particles. In the mdst of the
Protoculture fires two figures, in fetal tuck, floated-the forns of two fully devel oped Hunans-a
mal e and a femal e.

"My children, you now share a part of ny own genetic code. You are a prince and princess
of our race, and shall be known hereafter as Corg and Sera."

The Regi s appeared again in her al nost-physical nmanifestation, the swirling barber-pole
stripes of energy spiraling up and down around her. The Regis poured forth a purity of
Protocul ture power on a scale that only an Invid nonarch was capabl e of ordaining or controlling
In nonents, new necha forned around the floating twins, Corg and Sera.

"W nust soon begin the nass transformation of our people to the Human Iife form" the
Regis went on, "the formin which | have conceived you. The nost advanced and fl exibl e
configuration for survival on this planet-this world to which the Flower of Life has led us."

Two necha stood side by side now, bigger than Enforcers. They were nore humanlike in form
than any of the other alien war machines. They | ooked |ike the powered arnor the Zentraedi had
used | ong ago, but they were |larger. The upper torsos were heavy wi th weapon pods and power
nacel l es, so that the things gave a strange appearance of buxomess. The head area was quite
smal |, sunk between nassively armed and powered shoul ders and i nmensely strong arns.

The mecha of Corg, who had so recently harried the freedomfighters in their underground
escape, was drab gray-green, with highlights in an orange-tan color. Sera's necha was purple, with
trimof dark pink. The great Robotech digits worked and tested thensel ves; the Prince and Princess
of the Invid had risen above the claw, the pincer.

"However," the Regis told them "there may be hidden dangers in this physical form An
earlier experiment with Human reconstruction appears to be nmal functioning. Qur spy, Ariel, whom
the Humans call Marlene, has failed to establish communications with me. You nmust seek out Arie
and determ ne the cause of her dysfunction, before we commit our race to a conpl ete netanorphosis.
You nust prepare the way for the final phase of our dom nation of this planet! Go now, and prove
your sel ves worthy of your heritage!"

As the norning sun rose, the team stood on a cliff |ooking out at the Pacific. Scott was
calculating the variables and the absolutes involved in a run for Baja California, but the others
were just enjoying thensel ves. They were watching the crashing waves and the plaintive gulls, and
enj oyi ng the sight of the blue water and the broad beach

From here on, according to fragmentary reports, the Invid watchposts and stronghol ds grew
thicker and thicker. In order to avoid them a sea-cruise seened the only hope. The mecha were | ow
on Protoculture again, and the ordnance was practically gone. But they had made it to the sea.

From here, anything was possible. Scott was thinking along the lines of a |ow, slow sw ng
out over the ocean by night, leaving Lunk's truck and nost of their other baggage behi nd- perhaps
even abandoni ng one of the VTs.

That was when Annie pointed to her discovery. The teamjust stood there staring, while
Anni e asked themwhat in the world it was. Lancer answered.

" Abandoned Sout hern Cross base, Annie. Conbination Navy Division/Jungle Forces
installation, 1'd say."

The place was a cluster of piers, radio towers, hangars, domes and quonset huts, barracks
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and operations center structures. Everything was decayed and overgrown with jungle plant life, and
several of the roofs had collapsed. It was nothing newto the team a gleanming town in good repair
woul d have surprised them but this was just one nore pocket of earthly decline.

They were instantly thinking about food, weapons, maps, and charts, perhaps even equi pnent
or a boat. in another second they were racing back to their necha, eager to explore.

What pieces of mecha there were in the base were usel ess, but all other news was good.
There was a fair ampunt of Protoculture, ordnance that was conpatible with their VTs, sealed
rati on containers that had withstood the test of tine, and a desalination plant that was still up
to supplying a trickle of fresh water. But best of all, there were three boats.

Two of the boats were missile PTs, heavily arned for their size and extremely quick and
maneuverabl e. The third was a cutter mounting mssiles and a | arge punpedl aser battery. Finding
the boats confirned Scott's decision: The best way to nake the run to Baja was by sea. It would
save Protoculture and they would be able to stay below the Invid sky sensors. The VTs coul d take
turns hitching a ride on the cutter, and the boats could carry a wealth of supplies and materi el

What ever had rmade the Southern Cross troops abandon their base, it had left themtine to
put their boats and other equiprment in nothballs before they went. In no time, the team was
getting everything in working order again. Aerosol cans' spray peeled off the sealant |ayers over
the boats' engines and a | ot of the other gear; special treatnents had kept the hulls free of
barnacl es and such growh. They were imune to rot, and as ready to go as when they had been laid
down.

Lancer, standing his turn at watch in the tower, a binocular raised to his eyes, couldn't
hel p but feel that chill he got whenever things were going a little too well. It wasn't very many
m nutes later that he found hinself staring through his binocular at a Shock Trooper whose optica
sensor was | ooking right back at him

"What | figure is,” he was telling the others a mnute later, "it's not sure yet that
there's anything going on here. But |I'd be shocked if the Invid don't cone | ooking around very
soon. If we want the elenent of surprise, we'd better get hopping."

Scott would have |iked another two days to reconnoiter, double-check the boats from stem
to stern, rest up, and perhaps even do a short sea-trial. But he didn't even have two m nutes.

Lunk had sone experience with a Resistance qui ckboat outfit, and he was the |ogical one to
take command of the missile cutter. He put out to sea with Annie and Marl ene joining himon the
bridge. The two PTs were towed by hawsers.

The VTs lifted off to rendezvous with the tiny flotilla, but the mnute they activated
their Protoculture engi nes, Shock Troopers cane shooting up out of the trees. Annihilation discs
hat ched i nfernos all around them

"Thi s al ways happens, very tine | go up!" Rand conpl ai ned. "Don't those guys have anyt hi ng
better to do?"

The VTs went darting off on evasive maneuvers, the pilots punchi ng up weapons and
targeting displays. The Troopers folded their |adybug-shaped forearns close to them and bl asted
after the VTs, firing fromtheir shoul der-nounted cannon. The fighters led the Invid on a |ong
swing out to sea, to keep themaway fromthe boats. The humans were breathing heavily fromthe g-
forces, legs |ocked, stomach muscles tightened to keep the blood up in their heads where it was
needed the nost. The tac net sounded |like a westling tournanent.

One Shock Trooper got a glancing hit at Rook's ship. Rand heard her groan of pain over the
tac net, and his heart went cold. He turned around, thunmbed the trigger on his stick, and flaned a
Shock Trooper that never even knew what hit it. A second Trooper broke off its pursuit, diving and
sliding to avoid neeting a sinilar fate.

"Serves ya right for fooling around with the big kids!"™ Rand cut in full mlitary power
and caught up with his teamates.

Two nore Troopers showed up but fell in with the surviving one, and turned back toward the
coast. Invid patrol patterns were a little inflexible, Scott saw

Rand slid in until his wingtip was under Rook's and nearly touching her fuselage. "Hey,
Rook? Are you hurt?"

Her answer had a clenched-teeth sound to it. "Nothing | can't live with, farmer." He
didn't press her about it; it would only have brought on another spitting match over the tac net.

"But | owe you one," she grated, taking himconpletely by surprise.

In her cockpit, Rook |ooked down at the fizzling avionics, so badly shot up, and at the
| eft thigh and bicep sections of her arnor, which had been split open by flying shrapnel and Invid
force ricochet. Blood seeped from her wounds.

Lancer scouted ahead, and in less than ten minutes the VIs had |located a place to rest.
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They stopped in the midst of a tiny chain of islands not too far off shore. Wile Rand coached
Rook in for a landing, Lancer went back to help Scott provide air cover and gui dance, and convoy
the boats in.

Their rest stop had been a resort only a generation before. A place where people cane to
worship the sun to the point of nelanoma; pay for drinks with plastic beads; coo and woo under the
coconut trees; surf; scuba.

To make | ove, Scott thought, |ooking around at the place. The bay was translucent blue and
the sand powder-white. Eat, drink, ganble. The teamwas doing all those things now, he assumed,
al t hough he might be projecting a little on the trysting part. And the freedomfighters were
ganbling with and for things a | ot nore precious than plastic beads or casino plaques.

Anni e had been readi ng manual s and instruction panphlets, and decided to play nurse on

Rook. The onetime bi ker queen gritted her teeth but sat still for it. Annie wound her upper arm
and thigh in enough bandage to restrain a small npose. Rand watched interestedly wi thout seem ng
to; Rook had certain soft spots, like the one for Annie, and he was determined to |l earn them Then

Rook scowl ed at him and he turned his attention el sewhere.

Stripping to his shorts, Rand took the swimhe had been thinking about since he had
listened to the chorus of the gulls that norning. Lunk had promi sed Scott that he could patch up
Rook' s Al pha and the other danmage the VTs had suffered, with ninimum delay. But neanwhile, al
they could do was wait. Rook rested her chin on her fist and squinted balefully at Annie and Rand,
who were frolicking in the surf.

Marl ene, in a white mini bikini made of knotted | engths of parachute silk, went running
and yelling into the water. The wet silk nade Rand gape, and then he | ooked away, swallowi ng with
a | oud noi se.

Scott appeared to say that everything would be ready when Lunk was done. Rand cane out of
the water sniffling and | aughi ng and dri ppi ng-and happy. Rook's jaw muscles junped a bit, but she
hel d back her tenper

Then Rand was hol ding his hand out to her, nore serious than she was used to seeing him
""" msorry you were injured, but-c'non down to the water and enjoy yourself. Oherwise | can't be
happy. "

It shocked her so nmuch that she didn't quite know what to say, but she saw that Rand
suddenly wasn't smiling; he was just watching her

She practically stuck the back of her hand in his eye. "I guess it can't hurt. Well?
Aren't you gonna help nme up?"

Mar | ene and Anni e stopped spl ashing each other and shouted happily for Rook's recovery as
Rand gal |l antly hel ped her up and | ed her down to where the waves were foaning. Rand called
triunmphantly, "Hey, look who finally gave in and decided to have sone fun!"

Scott saw Rook's fingers, the ones on her free hand, curl into a fist and then open again,
away fromRand's sight. It was |ike sone qui ck debate.

Scott watched Marlene's lithe grace in the spray and surf. Muybe they're right about this
pl ace. W& should enjoy it while we can.

Corg and Sera and the nmecha they led split up to search the chain of islands for the
rebels and for the Sinulagent, Ariel. Sensor triangulations indicated that there was a strong
possibility she was near

They understood their orders. |If possible, they were to contact Ariel. If not, they were
to observe her interaction with the Humans in order to deternine the cause of her mal function
Failing any of the above, they were to destroy her utterly, and the outcasts who had swayed her.

Lancer grew despondent |ooking at the pointless destruction the Invid had inflicted on the
island. He followed a stream he had spotted fromthe air and found a small waterfall in a grotto a
few hundred yards up an overgrown trail into the jungle. He tried not to reflect upon all the
peopl e who had come that way before him and what their eventual fate had been

This tinme he put aside the Musune persona. He waded in and began washing the sweat of fear
and battle and the rankness of too many hours in the cockpit fromhim He sang loudly in Lancer's
voice. He sang as if he were trying to drown out some other tune, perhaps a funeral dirge..

It m ght have been nenory of the Magruder anbush that kept himalert. Even though the
little waterfall was splattering, he heard foliage parting and sw ngi ng back, and caught the
novenent of a shadow out of the corner of one eye.

Sera had picked up those strange auditory inpul ses through the superattuned senses of her
mecha. The Regis had given her crowned of fspring the neans to know what it was to be a denigod, to
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soar over oceans and continents-to see each novenent of the blades of grass, hear each bend of a
| eaf .

But the Regis never guessed what a trap that could be. The strange sonic input kept Sera
fromfiring on its source. It kept her fromcontacting her brother Corg, or the Pincer Ships. The
only thing she could do was stal k closer. She had heard the nusic of the spheres, but she had
never heard Human si ngi ng before.

Bef ore she realized what she was doi ng, she was out of the all-enbracing arnored safety of
her mecha, paddi ng through the strange snells and sights and sounds of the island, the terrifying
intimacy of it. She was drawn by the siren song.

She couldn't put a nane to what she felt. She knew that not all of her genetic coding cane
fromthe Regis, of course. Some of it was Human. Was that what was forcing her to this aberrant
activity? She repressed any doubt; she nmust see what was naki ng these conpelling, beautiful
sounds. Information wetware input told her that it was what the Humans called "singing" but that
word was a mere cipher..

The Human had |long purple hair and was a nale. He was standi ng under a precipitation
runof f as some sort of an ablutionary function or perhaps a superstitious rite. The Human sang,
and Sera hunkered down to |isten. But her hand pressed frond to frond, which nade slight noise and
changed the sil houette of vegetation against the westering sun

She saw himtense and | ook around, and she drew back. \Wen she edged one eye up for

anot her | ook, he was pressing into the heavier part of the waterfall, off to the right, where the
vi ew was screened fromher by the thickness of the foliage and the wei ght of the water
This was nmadness. She should kill him summon her brother Corg, and eradicate all the rest

of them But there was sonething about the sounds he made. Hi s "song" was so haunting, so soft and
knowi ng, as if he had been given instruction in the things nost intimte to her
The feelings that stirred in her had no name. Sera pushed forward a little in the

undergrowth to hear nore before she would be obliged to still that voice forever
She coul d hear nothing. She waited, standing on the rimof the waterfall's pool, | ooking
this way and that. Wth the song ended, a neasure of sanity returned. Better to kill the Human now

and forget the aberration of his singing.
Two hands closed on her ankles, pulled, and Sera screaned. Then she was swal | owi hg wat er.

CHAPTER TWVENTY- TWO

There were all these escapist books (as Rand called them) at the resort-I couldn't nake out the
nane of the joint too well fromthe sign, but |I think that for sone reason or other it was called
"Cub mMd."

These books were all about what fun. everybody was gonna have |living action-packed |ives after
sonme gl obal disaster. They didn't nention radiation sickness and sel f-aborting children and

pl agues and fami ne and pillagers and-oh, you jaded oldtimers! I'msick of you

Escapi st? From hot showers and hot neals and dentists and intercontinental airline flights and

i nocul ati ons and a planet that belonged to the Human race? Escape ne therel

Anni e LaBelle, Talking History

Sera opened her eyes and saw a pale face and purple hair riding the water lazily, before her

Lancer saw an indistinct figure in some sort of body suit. This certainly wasn't an |nvid.
That didn't nmean it couldn't be another turncoat. The person squirmed, blow ng breath in silver
bubbl es of alarm thrashing to the surface.

Lancer held his captive by one wist, shaking the water out of his own hair. "Al right,
pal! You're not going anywhere until...until...Um You're a wonan."

She seened transfixed, a slimHuman female, nmediumtall, with short-trimed bl onde hair
and the strangest red eyes-the kind of thing you see in a bad flashphoto. Her hairstyle was, even
wet, some short, green-blonde upswept thing: Peter Pan Meets the Razor and Car Vacuum Peopl e. She
was dressed in a bodysuit of col ored panels of black, purple, and pink.

Lancer's nervel ess fingers had gone linp on her wist. "Ah wo-mahn?" she repeated back at
him breathing quickly, as nervous as-as soneone he renmenbered. They were knee-deep in the poo
now, and she just stared at him

She lurched to get away fromhim but Lancer cuffed his hand around her wist again, nore
ast ounded than alarmed. "Sorry, but we'll have to know where you're from™

He | ooked over her dermasuit, a second skin. "At least you're not armed. Or is beauty your
weapon?" His lips were close to hers.

She pursed her own, parted them then suddenly struck at him and struggled frantically to
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break free, sobbing.

Rand shook the water out of his thick red hair. Marlene, listening to a shell, flinched a
bit as the water hit her but never |lost her snmile. She |aughed at the water that was bei ng sprayed
at her; there was |ight everywhere she | ooked.

Rand was panting, |eaning on the boogyboard he had found in the ruins of the resort.
"Scott, you're nmissing a once-in-a-lifetine chance. Quit pretending to be a sand crab."

"Rand, | amnot pretending to be a sand crab. Uh, what is a sand crab?"

"What're you tal king about? At |east take off that dunb flight suit!"

Scott had no way of refusing Rand's demands short of physical violence. Flight suit and
all, Rand dragged himinto the water. Rook watched them easing her aching |leg and arm Rand
seemed so young and linber and in the water, especially, he seenmed slick and carefree as a pink
sea otter. What hope could she have for a life with soneone |ike that? He hadn't accunul ated the
chronicle of sins that she had. Rook sighed.

Scott confessed that he didn't know howto swiny virtually none of the spaceborne
generation did. Rand only took that as a challenge to teach him About thirty seconds of Rand's
instruction had Scott spitting water, and heaving, and vowing to stick to solid ground fromthen
on.

Qut where the necha were parked, Lunk was running repairs and listening to Annie's
apparently endl ess heartbreak stories. "I"'mbeginning to think I'Il die an old maid! | night even
wind up as a librarian!"

That comment brought Lunk's head up out of the cockpit of Rook's Al pha, where he had been
wor ki ng. The only neani ngful relationship he had had was a romance with a |ibrarian. She was a
fiery young woman who knew how to handl e a gun and was deternined that the books would Iive and
that they would be there when Hono Sapiens eventually started picking up the pieces.

Lunk had had to run, but he had often thought back to the dark-haired, dark-eyed librarian-
so i npassi oned. .

He drew a great breath and told Annie, "You' re such a heartbreaker, you'll probably get
married five or six tinmes. Do nme a favor and invite nme to every weddi ng."

She shrieked with |aughter, grabbed the thick hair of his sideburns and showered his face
with Kisses.

Lancer thought he had spied his prey. He dodged into a clearing, but he saw that he had
been fooled by a trick of the Iight. He stopped, froze, then called out, "Wait! | only want to
talk to you! There may be Invid nearby! You may be in great danger!"

He heard a thrashing behind him turned to see the pink along one flank as she ran, and
yell ed after her even as he sprinted to pursue. "Please stop-"

Sera could have gotten away if she had really wanted to. Why had she |ingered? Wiy had she
wat ched hi n®?

"I just want to know who you are and where you're from It's very inportant to ne! Hey!"

Lancer could hear her ahead, sobbing and stunbling. He ran with an even breath, hopping
sone obstacl es and ducking others. At |ast he bounded into a clearing where hot, blinding Iight
shone down on him He shielded his eyes with the flat of his hand and gazed up

It was an alien mecha like nothing there had ever been before, anywhere. The | ate norning
sun glinted all around it, and reflected off enormously strong purple conponents and pink trim
meki ng the machi ne-nountain difficult to see.

Lancer blocked the light with his hand, noving a little.

It nust have landed while | was swinmmng, but-it didn't attack ne! It seens abandoned. But
how coul d that be? According to all reports the drones are hel pl ess eggs outside their mecha.

He heard a sound and sensed sone novenent. The young wonan stepped out from behind one of
the machi ne's col ossal legs. He saw now that the color pattern of her bodysuit reiterated the
colors of the alien Trooper.

He stared at her as she watched himsilently. "Y-you can't be the pilot! You' re Human, not
an Invid drone; where's the pilot, the alien?"

Sonet hi ng gal vani zed her; she leapt, incredibly high, as the nmecha bent toward her, the
turret in its nuzzle bl ossoning open to receive her. Rather than the egg-nest described by Rand
and Annie, the new Trooper's control nacelle was a padded cockpit conpletely encased in arnor.

Lancer was still yelling to her as the cockpit closed and the Trooper's back and foot
thrusters fired up. He was nearly blown fromhis feet and singed by the backwash; the invader
lifted off, leaving the grass burned and snol dering where it had stood.
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He blinked, coughing fromthe snoke and the sand she had kicked up. By the tine he opened
his eyes again, the Trooper was a dimnishing neteor racing to the east.

This is unbelievable! She was the pilot of that mecha! Does this nean Humans are fighting
for the Invid?

Shaken by her encounter with Lancer, and unable to unravel the conplex series of feelings
and i npul ses that had assailed her, Sera rejoined Corg and the contingent of Shock Troopers. But
she nade no nention of what had happened and that, too, confused her

But Corg and the Troopers' sensors had detected Lunk's test activations, as he checked his
repair job. Sera had barely rejoined them when they assuned attack formation and rocketed toward
the island where Hunmans had been sensed.

Rand eased hinself into a frayed chai se | ongue next to Rook. Scott threw hinself down on
all fours in the sand, resolving never to go swimring in a flight suit again. As he hunched around
to sit down, his hand happened to touch Marlene's shoul der

She gasped as if she had been touched with a live wire, and seemed to go into shock
"Must' ve pinched some kinda nerve," Rand di agnosed.

"I tell you, | barely touched the woman!" Scott shot back angrily, face reddening at the
t hought of how he | onged to caress her

"Su-uure, Scott," Rook teased. "Probably just your sexual magnetism" She | ooked to
Marl ene, who was gazing into enpty air. "This night be a good sign, though, if she's having
fl ashbacks or something; nmaybe it means her nenory's returning."”

"I hope so," Scott said, but he wondered if he really did, or if he would be sorry on the
day that happened.

Mar |l ene abruptly clutched at her hair. "I feel themcomng closer! They're here!"

But the thunder of the attack had al ready nmade the Humans | ook up. Down through the clouds
pl unged Corg and Sera, |eading their Pincer Ships and Shock Troopers. "Invid squadron heading this
way! " Rand hol |l ered, bounding out of his beach chair.

“Invid," Marlene was noaning. "Reflex Point...Regis..."

"We're out of tine, but I think we can still nmake a break for it," Scott said, tight-
lipped. "I'Il run the boats. Rand, Rook: suit up and neke sure you're ready for my signal."

They snapped to it, fast as any Mars Division elite troops, sprinting away, feet throw ng
up sand. Scott grabbed for Marlene's arm but this tine she showed no reaction to his touch

The Invid conpleted several sweeps of the island, preparing to go in closer. Then they
noticed the pair of PT boats noving out to sea at naxi num speed.

Corg felt delighted at the chance to slay Humans. Wth voice and armsignals, he ordered
the attack. Pincer Ships followed himfor the first pass. Scott, on shore, watched and did his
best to evade the eneny's strafing runs, but the jury-rigged renote controls were slowin
r espondi ng.

Rand and Rook rushed to get into their arnor, dragging the canouflage nets off their VTs
even while Lunk was working, with infuriating deliberateness, to finish the last of his repairs on
Rook' s Al pha.

Two passes had both PTs | eaki ng snoke and had bl own open the weat her bridge on one.
Recei ving no counterfire, the Invid dropped | ower to recon. They saw the boat's wheel noving with
no living hand upon it, and noted the renote transmissions it was receiving.

The Regis's voice spoke fromtheir conputer/comp net. "Scanners reveal no Human units in
target vessels. Warning! Possible strategic entrapnent maneuver!"

Scott figured he had played the possum hand for just about all it was worth. Here we go;
firing all mssiles.

The team had | oaded the PT boats' racks with surface-to-air mssiles, since surface-to-
surface conbat was unlikely. Now the | aunchers rose and traversed and targeted. Cuided by their
radars, the racks enptied, and sixteen Tarpon heat-seekers canme boiling and corkscrewi ng up at the
I nvid. Caught by surprise, three of the Pincer Ships were blown to bits. The rest went into
evasi ve mmneuvers.

Corg studied the situation. The conmputer delivered its analysis in the Regis's voice.
"Tracki ng sensors place origin of renote control transnissions at coordinates delta 6-5. Presence
of Human life-format that |location is also confirned. "

Corg's optical sensor showed hi manother ocean craft, a bigger one, docked at a quay under
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a sheltering boatyard roof. Corg dove toward it, with the Pincer Ships and, eventually, Sera
failing in behind.
Scott watched as they neared the island.

Lancer charged into the clearing where the VIs were being readied for flight. "I just
found out-sonething horrible," he panted.

Rand was arnmored, helnmet in hands. "What is it? W just sprang the trap!"

"The repairs are all finished and it's tinme to scranble,” Rook added. "Wat's the problem

now?"

Lancer gave them a devastated |ook. "I just found out that the Invid are using Hunman
pilots!”

Scott sat behind the controls of the cutter's nain gun battery, in the forward turret. The
punped-| aser cannon was out noded by Mars Division standards, but it still delivered a terrific
shot .

Corg and Sera, dodging the cannon blasts, honmed in on the cutter |ike angry dragonflies.
Scott had al ready shot down one Pincer Ship, but these new mecha were frustratingly fast and
maneuver abl e. Their annihilation disc shots chopped up the water and the quay around the cutter
and Scott clenched his teeth. C non Rand! Rook, Lancer! Don't let me down!

Then the VTs were on the scene, closing in on the oncom ng Invid, both sides pitching with
all the firepower they had. The newstyle mecha dodged, but two nore Pincer Ships went down. The
al i ens broke and evaded, scattering to re-formand change their tactics.

Scott knew they woul d be back shortly though. He pulled himself fromthe turret as Annie,
Mar | ene, and Lunk hurried over. Lunk tossed his tool cases in the direction of the little stern
chopper pad, where his trusty truck was hi dden-covered with a tarp in preparation for the voyage

Scott assured Annie that he was all right and Lunk apol ogi zed for the repairs' having
taken | onger than he expected. Scott gave the big ex-soldier's shoul der a squeeze. "Save your
breath; you worked miracles for us, Lunk."

As per plan, Lunk assuned conmand of the cutter while Scott ran off to get his VI into the
air. Just as Annie and Marlene were preparing to help free up the berthing lines, a growing in
the air made Lunk | ook out to sea.

The Pincer Ship Scott had winged, its portside claw m ssing, trailing snoke and fire, had
cone around for a suicide run. It was ainmed straight for the cutter

Lunk sent Marlene and Annie to seek shelter, then dove into the forward gun turret and
began poundi ng away at the alien with the punped-|aser cannon. Because the Pincer Ship's
aerodynam cs had been changed by the danage it had suffered, it bucked and was buffeted by the
air, evading Lunk's fire nore effectively than it could have if it had been whol e.

The alien filled his targeting scope. A nonent |ater the world went dark

CHAPTER TWENTY- THREE

By this time, the Mars and Venus Divisions should be well engaged in their battle with the Invid,
and building toward the final blow at Reflex Point.

Air and ground forces of the Human race, we salute you and send you our best w shes! W know that,
in your overwhel mi ng nunbers, and with the undeni abl e power of Hunman Robot echnol ogy behi nd you,
you wi Il triunph!

Moral e twi x from Col onel Ackerman (G staff-SDF-3) to Earth relief strikeforce (never received)

So far the three VIs were winning the air battle. Pincer Ships were no nmatch for VTs in one-on-one
dogfights. But the new eneny necha had been hangi ng back, studying their opponents; Rand wasn't
sure what woul d happen if they decided to junp in with both feet and a roundhouse sw ng.

Lancer had taken the Beta up. The purpl e-and-pi nk nmonster nachi ne he had seen on the
i sland came up fast and its back pods gushed forth a torrent of missiles. Lancer went into a
ballistic clinb, cutting in all his janm ng gear, side-slipping, and weavi ng. \Warheads detonat ed
behind himand mssiles fizzled past in near m sses.

Then Annie's voice canme up over the tac net. "Lancer! Cone in!"

“I"'mright here, Annie. Wat's up?"

"I can't raise Scott. We're on the ship and we're in trouble. Lunk's been hit!"

"Annie, this is Scott. | just got to ny Al pha; | heard your last transnission."

"Scott, this is Lancer. Hook up our fighters and take the Beta. |'mtaking over for Lunk."

It only nade sense; aside from Lunk, Lancer was the only one with any real experience at
the helmof a large vessel. "I copy, Lancer. Meet you at the cutter."
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Seconds later, the Beta settled in on its blasts and | owered the bottomhalf of its
cockpit like a dinosaur opening its nouth. As the pilot's seat was | owered, Lancer yelled over the
tac net to Scott, "It's all yours, pal! Go get 'em" Then he junped to the ground and got clear

The Beta shifted conponents slightly, preparing for interlock. Scott's Al pha backed in at
its nose, tailerons folding, and a conplex joining took place in seconds, with a clangi ng of
superhard alloy. The latched fighters forned a single ship that sprang away into the sky at
i ncredi bl e boost.

Lancer ran for the cutter

Scott scattered the remaining Pincer Ships and the new eneny mecha, intimdating themwth
the conbi ned fighters' speed and the volunme of fire they could spew. Corg and Sera broke in
different directions, cautious, deciding to feel out their eneny's strengths and weaknesses-if
any.

"Fol |l ow me, you guys," Scott radioed to his wingmates. "W'Ill try to lead themin front of
the gunboat-in range for a knockout." He cut in full thrust, rushing to catch up with Rand and
Rook. Corg and the two surviving Pincer Ships clinbed after, but Sera's mecha poised in nidair, as
she listened to her conputer and the Regis's voice.

"Scanner confirns Human life-fornms now aboard third flotation target necha.
the cutter was underway, racing for the open sea.

Far bel ow,

Lunk eased his armin its sling and grated his teeth agai nst the agony of the burns and
what he figured was probably a hairline fracture. There were painkiller anpules in the ned
supplies, but he wanted a clear head for battle.

"Sorry about getting you into this, Lancer." He was crowded into the bridge with Marlene
and Annie, all of themdoing their best to give Lancer roomto nan the wheel.

Lancer, hel net cast aside, spared one gauntleted hand fromthe wheel for a nonent, to give
a blithe wave. "You did great, Lunk. The cutter's still in one piece, isn't she? | got no
conplaints."”

I ndeed. The kam kaze Invid had taken a hit at the last instant and broken up in the water
just in front of the cutter's bow, showering it with flamng weckage. A chunk of it had hit the
optical pickup for the punpedl aser's scope, blowing it up in Lunk's face. A najor piece had hit
the turret, throwing the unbelted Lunk out of the gunner's saddl e and gi ving hi msone considerable
| unps and burns-and damagi ng the main battery beyond repair

Scott's voice cane over the net. "Lancer, Lunk! Heads up! W're going to try to draw the
eneny down to you!"

Lancer had barely gotten finished acknow edgi ng and begun preparing for a nake-or-break
shoot out, when sonet hi ng enornous bl ocked out the sky. Everyone on the bridge cringed, seeing the
i mrense tower of Robotechnol ogy that was Sera's necha. Lancer tried to reverse-all, hoping he
woul dn't bl ow every bearing in the power train or tear apart a propeller shaft.

It did no good; the alien advanced at what was for it a slow approach-speed, with
something like a deliberate vindictiveness. Rather than fire, it drew back one titanic fist,
bracing to put it right through the bridge. The freedomfighters could only steel thenselves, and
dread the inpact.

In her cockpit, Sera nmade an aninmal snarling, her teeth | ocked, eyes |like red coals of
anger fixed on the cutter. So many Pincer drones had died! So many conflicting enotions had
interfered with her devotion to her Queen/Mdther, the Regis! Now it was tine to thrust aside
confusion and prosecute the war these Humans seened determnmined to fight.

And breaking this toylike water-vessel to bits with her mecha's hands, sending it and its
crewto the bottom was the ideal place to start.

She drew back her necha's hand, wapped in a fist the size of an oldtine tank. She could
see, through her necha's eyes, the terrified | ooks on the faces of the Hunmans. Three of them
dropped to the deck, the fourth clung to the wheel despite the swells set up by her nmachi ne's back
thrusters.

Sera drew a quick, alnopst whistling breath. The one at the wheel was him the one with the
purpl e hair who had made those strange, seductive, achingly beautiful sounds.

Her mecha answered her thought-images; it drew back, hanging there on thrusterfire.

Al t hough her mecha was nearly as big as the cutter itself and well able to break it to matchwood,
it held back.

Lancer thought about the wonman he had confronted in the quiet jungle clearing. Wiy doesn't
she shoot? Who is she, and what's going through her m nd? He was frozen at the wheel, waiting for
the missile, the annihilation disc, the single blow of a necha fist that woul d nake four Human
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Bei ngs into scraps of fishfood.

He wanted nmore than anything to run fromthe bridge and scream Wit! | don't want to be
your eneny! | don't want you to be m ne!
Sera shrank back fromthe visual displays before her, eyes still fixed on the male with

the purple hair, pressing the back of her hand harshly against her |ips, whinpering, sobbing.

Rook' s voi ce cane over the tac net. "Lancer, hang on! |I'malnost in range!" Lunk's eyes
flickered to the target-acquisition displays and saw that there was no alternative; the cutter was
hel pl ess before this Invid.

Sera's indecision gave way to conviction. She couldn't harmthe man

All the rest was nmurky: whys and wherefores and what m ght happen next. She had failed her
Regi s; and yet sonething had been born in her that was herself, that was Sera, and not sonething
that had been put there. It was frightening, and it was at the sanme tine wonderful

Her nmecha was jolted by an Al pha energy volley. She | ooked and saw Rook diving at her |ike
an angry hawk, going to Battloid. Sera whirled her necha away, |eaking fire and snoke, dodgi ng
further damage.

Rook hovered cl ose, confronting her, whamm ng away with the Battloid' s fearsone
rifle/cannon. Sera gathered herself and sprang away into the air faster than any rocket, unable to
tell if she had won sone personal victory or suffered a disastrous defeat-or both.

Lancer watched her go, his heart beating hard, pul se throbbing against the collar ring of
hi s Robot ech arnor.

Scott's voice crackled. "Lancer, we're alnmpst to you! Coming into range now Get set!”
Lancer gl anced aside; target-acquisition displays had them

"Ready Scott." He could see the VIs and their Invid pursuers.

"Breaking on three! One, two" Lancer clutched the renote firing grip, his finger curled
just off the trigger. "Three!" Scott finished. "Fire!"

But Lancer had seen his three friends break away, and was already triggering. The cutter's
fore and aft |aunchers bel ched; racks of Tarpons enptied, and thick flights of Copperheads went up
as well. "Firing!"

Two Copper heads broke in burning wack across Corg's necha but were otherw se
insignificant. But other missiles savaged the Pincers that had nade it that far, and not a single
personal - arnmor machi ne survived. Corg's mecha closed its bulky, arnored forearns around its
cranium protecting its pilot, while an inferno washed past it. Sera, soaring in to join her
br ot her-unsure of what she would do-pulled clear, as the mssiles drew instant |ines of contrai
across the sky.

Rand, Rook, and Scott stayed out of the denobn's brew of detonating warheads until there
was qui et again. There was no sign of the eneny anywhere. They banked and headed for the cutter
whi ch sailed along on an inpossibly placid ocean, a Pacific unaware of the carnage that had ended
seconds before.

Sera | anded on a beach from which she could watch the cutter and its acconpanying VTs
dwi ndl e from sight toward the horizon. Soon Corg | anded, and the two skyscraper mecha stood
shoul der to shoul der.

"Patrol escorts destroyed," their computers told themin the Queen-Mther's voice.
"Abandon further pursuit. Do not risk |oss of royal mecha at this tine."

Corg enmerged from his uphol stered nacelle. He was a sharp-featured, handsome young nan
with | ean good | ooks and nysterious, oblique blue eyes. H's shoul derlength hair was blue as well,
lying flat and fine against his skull and lending itself to his cruel, ascetic |ook. He snarled at
t he escapi ng eneny, then |ooked to his twin's mecha.

/ Si ster, what possessed you?/

/Brother, I-1 do not know.../

Lancer stood | ooking out over the fantail, as he had for so much of the voyage. Annie
showed up in her usual ebullient nobod, rejoicing that |and had conme into view He said he would be
along to the bridge in a noment. Annie gave hima dubious | ook, but then frolicked off, ecstatic
with the idea of getting away from shi pboard confi nenent.

He brushed the long | avender stands fromhis face, but the wind only fluttered them back
t here agai n.

Who is she? How did | |ose a piece of nyself so quickly?

"Hard to believe we've cone such a long way in such a short tine," Rand said, breaking the
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Il ong silence of the net. He | ooked over to where Rook cruised close, but she didn't even gl ance
aside at himor otherwi se show that she had caught the inplication.
Rand trinmed his Al pha. Were Rook was concerned, silence was a kind of a start.

Baja California gl eaned ahead. The inperatives of history and the Vision that had noved
Zor across the years and light-years were pulling together; their warp and woof were al npst
conpl ete. What was to be, would be.

But that wasn't how it felt to anyone on the team If Corg and Sera were confused by Human
enotions, the freedomfighters were at |east dazed by them each in his or her own way-arguably,
they were disabled in sone neasure. But if enotions had been taken fromthemthey woul d have
fallen |ike scythed wheat, and the Third Robotech War woul d have ended right there and then.

As it had been ordai ned fromthe beginning, the deciding force in the Robotech Wars was
sonet hi ng neither side would ever see or understand, but everyone involved had felt it.

And just over the horizon, a Phoenix waited to spread its w ngs.
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