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Robot ech: Synmphony of Li ght
Book 12 of the Robotech Series
Copyri ght 1987 by Jack MKi nney

CHAPTER ONE

I amintrigued by these beings and their strange rituals, which center around this plant their

| anguage calls "the Flower of Life." This world, Optera, is a veritable garden for the plant in
its nyriad forms, and the Invid seemto utilize all these for physical as well as spiritua
nutrition-they ingest the flower's petals and the fruits of the mature crop, in addition to
drinking the plant's psychoactive sap. The Regis, the Queen-Mther of this race, is the key to
unl ocking Optera's nysteries; and | have set nyself the goal of possessing this key-if |I have to
seduce this queen to nmake that happen

Zor's log: The Optera Chronicles (translated by Dr. Em| Lang)

It was never Scott's intention to nake canp at the high pass; he had sinply given his okay for a
qui ck food stop-if only to put an end to all the grousing that was going on. Lunk's stonach needed
tending to; Annie was restless fromtoo nmany hours in the APC, and even Lancer was conpl ai ni ng
about the wind chill.

Oh, to be back in the tropics, Scott thought w stfully.

He had al ways been one for wastes and deserts-weat hered | andscapes, rugged, ravaged by
time and the stuff of stars-but only because he knew of little else. Here he had been to the other
side of the gal axy and renmi ned the nost parochial nenmber of the teamin spite of it. But since
their brief stopover in the tropics, he had begun to understand why Earth was so revered by the
crew of the Expeditionary M ssion, those same nen and wonmen who had rai sed himaboard the SDF-3
and wat ched himgrow to nanhood on Tirol. In the tropics he had had a glinpse of the Earth they
must have been remenbering: the life-affirmng warnth of its yellow sun, the splendor of its
verdant forests, the sweetness of its air, and the mracle that was its wondrous ocean

Even if Rand had insisted that they try that swi mm ng

Scott would have al nbst been willing to trade victory itself for another view of sunset
fromthat Pacific isle..

I nst ead, he was surrounded by water in the forns nore fanmiliar to him ice and snow. The
thrill the team had experienced on reaching the Northlands and realizing that Reflex Point was
actually within reach had been sonewhat danpened by the forni dable range of nountains they soon
faced. But Scott was deternmned to nake this as rapid a crossing as was hunmanly possi bl e.
Unfortunately, the humanly possible part of it called for unschedul ed stops. It was Lunk's APC
that was sl ow ng them down, but there was that old one about a chain being only as strong as its
weakest |i nk.

The | and vehicl es were approaching the summit of the nountain hi ghway now. Rook and
Lancer, riding Cyclones, were escorting the truck along the nostly ruined swi tchback road that |ed
to the pass. The ridgeline above was buried under several feet of fresh snow, but the vehicles
wer e maki ng good progress on the |ong grade nonethel ess.

Scott was overhead in the Beta, with Rand just off the fighter's wingtip. Short on fue
cani sters, they had been forced to | eave Rook's red Al pha behind, concealed in the remains of a
school gymasiumbuilding in the valley. Scott planned to retrieve it just as soon as they | ocated
a Protoculture supply ripe for pilfering. Down bel ow, Annie and Marlene were waving up at the VTs
fromthe back seat of the APC, Scott went on the mecha's tac net to inform Lunk that a rest stop
was probably in order.

The two Robotech fighters banked away fromthe nmountain face to search out a suitable
spot, and within mnutes they were reconfiguring to Guardi an node and using their foot thrusters
to warm a reasonably flat area of cirque above the road and just shy of the saddle. By the tine
they put down, the sun had al ready dropped bel ow one of the peaks, but the tenperature was stil
al nost preternaturally warm The weather was bal my enough for the two pilots to ronmp around in
their duothermsuits, especially with the added | uxury of residual heat fromthe snowcl eared
nor ai ne. There was a strong breeze rippling over the top of the col, but it carried with it the
scent of the desert beyond.

The rest of the teamjoined themin a short tine. Lunk, Rook, and Lancer began to unl oad
the firewood they had hauled up fromthe tree line, while Rand went to work on the deer he had
shot and butchered. Mowonrise fringed the eastern peaks in a kind of silvery glow and found the
seven freedom fighters grouped around a sizzling fire. The northern sky's constellations were on
di splay. Scott had devel oped a special fondness for the brilliant stars of the southern
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hem sphere, but Gemini and Orion were reassuring for a different reason: They reinforced the fact
that Reflex Point was close at hand. He had to adnmit, however, that it was foolish to be thinking
of the Invid central hive as sone sort of end in itself, when really their arrival there would
represent nore in the way of a beginning. He wondered whether the rest of the team understood this-
that the mssion, as |oose as it was, was focused on destroying the hive, or at the very | east
accunul ati ng as much recon data as possible to be turned over to Admiral Hunter when the
Expeditionary Force returned to Earth for what would surely be the final showdown.

@ ancing at his teammates, Scott shook his head in wonder that they had nmade it as far as
they had, a group of strangers all but thrown together on a journey that had so far covered
t housands of miles.

Scott regarded Lunk while the big, brutish nman was | aughing heartily, a shank of neat
gripped in his big hand. He had done so nuch for the team yet he still seemed to carry the weight
of past defeats on his huge shoul ders. Then there was Annie, their daughter, mascot, nother, in
the green junpsuit that had seen so nuch abuse and the ever-present E.T. cap that crowned her |ong
red hair. She had alnost left thema while back, convinced she had found the man of her dreans in
the person of a young primtive naned Magruder. It wasn't the first tine she had wandered away,
but she always managed to return to the fold, and her bond with Lunk was perhaps stronger than
ei ther of them knew.

Rand and Rook, who coul d al nost have passed for siblings, had had their nmonents of doubt
about the nission as well. They had formed a fiery partnership, one that seened to rely on strikes
and counterstrikes; but it was just that unspoken pact that kept themloyal to the team if only
to prove sonmething to each other

More than anyone, Lancer had renmined true to the cause. Scott had grown so accustoned to
the man's | ean good | ooks, his |avender-tinted shoul der-length hair and trademark headband, that
he had al nost forgotten about Yellow Dancer, Lancer's alter ego. That fenminine part of the
Robot ech rebel was all but subnerged now, especially so since the tropics, when sonething had
occurred that had | eft Lancer changed and Scott wonderi ng.

But the nost enigmatic anong them was the wonan t hey had named Marlene. She was not really
a nenber of the teamat all but the still shell-shocked victimof an Invid assault, the nature of
whi ch Scott could only guess. It had robbed her of her past but left her with an uncanny ability
to sense the eneny's presence. Her fragile beauty reninded Scott of the Marlene in his own past,
killed when the Mars Division strike force had first entered Earth's atnosphere al nbst a year
ago. ..

"You know, just once I'd like to sit down and eat steak until | pass out,"” Lunk was
saying, tearing into the venison |like sone ravenous beast.

"Just keep eating like you're eating and you m ght get your wish," Rand told him to
everyone' s anusenent.

"l1've never net anyone who had such a thing for food," Rook added, theatrically anazed,
strawberrybl ond | ocks caught in the firelight.

Scott poured hinself a cup of coffee and waited for the laughter to subside. "You know,

Lunk, we've still got a full day left in these nountains, so |I'd save sonme of that for tonorrowif
| were you." Always the team | eader, he told hinself. But it never seened to matter all that much.
"Well, you're not ne, Scott," Lunk said, licking his fingertips clean. "Sorry to report

that |'ve eaten it all."

"You can always catch a rabbit, right, Lunk?" Lancer told himplayfully.

Anni e frowned, thinking daunt just how many rabbits they had dined on these past nonths.
"I"'mstarting to feel sorry for rabbits."

Rand made a |ace. "They like it when one of them gets caught, Annie. It gives thema
chance to go back to the hutch and-"

Rook el bowed hi m before he could get the word out, but the team had al ready discerned his
meani ng and was | aughi ng agai n.

Even Marl ene | aughed, eyes all winkled up, luxuriant hair tossed back. Scott was watching
her and conplinmenting Rand at the sanme tine, when he saw the wonan's joyous | ook begin to
col | apse. Marl ene went wi de-eyed for a nonment, then folded her arns across her chest as though
chilled, hands clutching her trenbling shoul ders.

“"Marl ene," Annie said, full of concern.

"Are you feeling sick or sonething?" Lunk asked.

But Lancer and Scott had a different interpretation. They exchanged wary | ooks and were
al ready reaching for their holstered hip howitzers when Scott asked: "Are the Invid com ng back
Mar | ene? Do you feel themreturning?"

"Formup!" Rand said all at once, pulling back fromthe circle.
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"Weapons ready!"

Annie went to Marlene's side while the others drew their weapons and got to their feet,
eyes sweeping the snow and darkness at the borders of the firelight. "Anyone hear anything?" Rand
whi spered. No one did; there was just the crackling of the fire and the how of the wind. Rand had
the HO0 stiff-arnmed in front of himand only then, a few feet away fromthe fire, began to sense
how cold it was getting. There was noisture in the wind now and light snowin the air. Behind him
he heard Rook breathe a sigh of relief and rehol ster her w de-bore. Wen he turned back to the
fire, she was down on one knee al ongside Marlene, stroking the frightened woman's | ong hair
soot hi ngly.

“I't's all right, Marlene. Believe me, you don't have a thing to worry about. W're safe
now, really."

Mar | ene whi npered, shaking uncontrollably. "Wat's wong with nme, Rook? Wiy do | feel |ike
this?"

"There's nothing wong with you. You just have to understand that you had a terrible
shock, and it's going to take a while to get over it."

Lancer put away his weapon and joi ned Rook. "Maybe | can help," he told her. Then, gently:
"Marlene, it's Lancer. Listen, | know what you're going through. It's painful and it frightens
you, but you have to be strong. You have to survive, despite the pain and fear."

"I know, " she answered hi mweakly, her head resting on her arns.

"Just have faith that it'll get better. Soon it'll get better for all of us.”

Still vigilant, Rand and Scott watched the scene fromacross the fire. The young Forager
made a cyni cal sound. "That sounds a little too rich for ny blood.™

"Optimstic or not, Rand, he's right," Scott returned.

Rand' s eyes flashed as he turned. "I only wish | felt that confident."

Not far fromthe warnth and Iight of the fire, sonething nonstrous. was pushing itself up
from beneath the snow covered surface. It was an unearthly ship of gleanmng netals and all oys,
constructed to resenble a life-formlong abandoned by the race that had fashioned it. To Human
eyes it suggested a kind of bipedal crab with massive triple-clawed pincer arns and arnored | egs
ending in cloven feet. There was no specific head, but there were aspects of the ship's design
that suggested one, central to which was a single scanner that glowed red like sone devilish nouth
when the craft was inhabited. And flanking that head were two organi c-1ooki ng cannons, each
capabl e of delivering packets of plasma fire in the formof annihilation discs.

Oiginally a race of shapel ess, protoplasmc creatures, the creators of the ship, the
Invid, had since evolved to forns nore conpatible with the beings they were battling for
possession of Earth. This creative transformation of the race had its beginnings on a world as
distant fromEarth as this new formwas distant fromthe peaceful existence the Invid had once
known. But all this went back to the tine before Zor arrived on Optera; before the Invid Queen-
Mot her, the Regis, had been seduced by him and before Protoculture had been conjured fromthe
Fl ower of Life..

The Regis had failed in countless attenpts at fashioning herself in Zor's inage but had at
| ast succeeded in doing so with one of her children-the Sinulagent Ariel, whomthe Humans call ed
Mar |l ene. Then, upon | osing her through a trick of fate, the Queen-Mther had created Corg and
Sera, the warrior prince and princess who were destined to rule while the Regis carried on with
the experinent that would one day free her race fromall material constraints.

It was Sera's ship that surfaced next, the heat of its sleek hull turning the glacial ice
around its feet to slush. Purple and trinmed in pink, the craft was nore heavily armed than its
conpani on ship, with a snmaller head area sunk between nmassive shoul ders and i nmensely strong arns.
Mormentarily, four additional ships of the nore conventional design surfaced around the Humans and
their w ndblown fire.

Sera heard the Queen-Mther's conmand enanate t hrough the bio-construct ship that had |ed
the squad to the hi gh pass.

"Al'l Scouts and Shock Troopers: you may nove into your attack positions at this tine!
Sera, you will now take comand. You are personally responsible for the elimination of these
troubl esone insurgents."

Sera signal ed her understanding with a nod of her head toward the cockpit's combp screen
She had dimnenories of a time not |ong ago when she had fought against these Humans in a
different climate, and acconpanying this was a dimrecollection of failure: of Shock Trooper ships
in her charge blown to pieces, of an inability on her part to performas she had been instructed
by the Regis...But all this was unclear and nmixed with a hundred new t houghts and reactions that
were vying for attention in her virgin mnd
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"As you conmand, Regis," she responded as confidently as she was able, her scanners
focused on the seven Humans huddl ed around the fire. "W now have them conpl etely surrounded. And
Wi th our superior abilities, we will succeed in carrying out your...your orders."” Sonewhat nore
mechani cal | y, she added, "Nothing will stop us."

Had the Regis heard her falter? Sera asked herself. She waited for sone suggestion of
di spl easure, but none was forthcoming. It was only then that she allowed herself to increase the
magni fi cati on of her scanner and zero in on the Human whose face had caused her |apse of purpose

It's him she thought, once again taking in the fine features of the one whose strange,
seductive, and achingly beautiful sounds had drawn her to that jungle pool; the one who had
surprised her there, stood naked before her, holding her in the grip of his strong hands and
assaul ting her with questions she could not answer. And it was this sane Human she had gli npsed
| ater during the heat of battle when her own hand had betrayed her..

"Sera! You're waiting too long!" the Regis shouted through the bio-construct's comink

Sera felt the strength of the Queen-Mther begin to creep into her own will and force her
hand toward the weapon's trigger stud, but one part of her struggled against it, and at the |ast
nonent, even as the weapon was firing, she managed to swing the ship's cannon aside, so that the
shot went astray...

Lancer was just commenting on the beauty of the snowfall when the first eneny bl ast
struck, flaring overhead and erupting like a midnight sun in the snowfields near the grounded VTs-
a single short burst of annihilation discs that had sonehow m ssed their mark. Scott was the first
to react, propelling hinself out of the circle into a tuck-and-roll, which |anded himon his knees
in the perimeter snow, his MARS-Gal | ant handgun rai sed. But before he could squeeze of f a quantum
of return fire, a second Invid volley skimed into the team s m dst, sending himhead over heels
and flat on his face. He inhaled a faceful of snow and rolled over in time to see a series of
explosions rip through the canp, brilliant white geysers leaping fromplasm pools of hellfire. On
the ridgeline he caught a brief glinpse of an Invid Trooper before it was eclipsed by clouds of
sSwirling snow

The rest of the team had already scattered for cover. Scott spied Lancer hunkering down
behi nd an arc of noraine slide and yelled for himto stay put as Invid fusillades swoshed down
into a gully belowthe ridge, throwing up a stormof ice and shale. Rand, neanwhile, was cl osing
on the Al pha Fighter, discs nipping at his boot heels fromtwo Invid Troopers who had positioned
t hensel ves just short of the saddle. Running a broken course through the snow, he cl anbered up
onto the nose of the Veritech and nanaged to fling open its canopy. But the next instant he was
flat on his back beneath the radome of the fighter, a Shock Trooper towering above him
Frantically, Rand brought his hands to his face, certain the Trooper's backhand pi ncer sw pe had
opened hi mup. But the thing had m ssed.

Now, he thought, all |'ve gotta do is keep from being roasted alive!

Radi ant prinmng gl obes had forned at the tip of the cannon nmuzzles; as these w nked out,
platters of blinding orange light flew toward himlike some denon's idea of Frisbee. Rand cursed
and rol |l ed, thinking vaguely back to that deer he had killed down bel ow. ..

Two hundred yards away Scott was on his feet, blasting away at the Invid conmand ship
positioned on the ridge. Unless his eyes betrayed him it was the sane ship that had been sent
agai nst themduring their ocean crossing to the Northlands. And that was a bad sign indeed,
because it nmeant that the Regis had finally gotten around to singling the teamout as a quarry
worthy of pursuit. He squinted into the stormand fired, uncertain if the ship was still there.
The wi nd had picked up now, and icy flakes of biting snow were adding to the chaos. From somewhere
near by he heard Lancer shout: "Behind you, Scott!" and swung around to face off with a Trooper
that was using the Veritechs for cover. Scott traded half a dozen shots with it before a deafening
explosion threw himviolently out of the fray;, he felt an intense flashburn agai nst his back and
was eating snow a nonent later. Conming to, he had a clear view of the ridge, of the pastel-hued
command ship standing side by side with a sonmewhat snaller Trooper. The Trooper had lifted off by
the tine Scott scranmbled to his feet; it put down in front of him sinking up to its articul ated
knee joints in the snow. Scott stunbled backward, searching for cover, while the Invid calmy
raised its clawed pincer for a downward strike.

A short distance away, Rook sucked in her breath as she witnessed Scott narrowly escape
decapitation. Fortunately, the snow beneath his feet had given way and he had fallen backward into
a shallow ravine at the sane nonent the Trooper's claw had descended. But now the thing was poised
on the edge of the hollow, preparing to bring its cannons into play. Rook turned her profile to
the ship, the HO0 | ong gun gripped in her extended right hand, and fired two blasts. G ven the
near-blizzard conditions, it was too rmuch to ask that her shots find any vul nerabl e spots-although
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her second burst al nbst nade a hole through the ship's eyelike scanner. The Trooper swung toward
her, alnost the inpatient turn one would direct toward a m schi evous child, and | oosed two discs
in response, one of which tore into the earth twenty yards in front of her with enough charge to
bl ow her off her feet.

By now, five Invid Troopers had put down in the cirque; their colorful comander was stil
on the ridge nonitoring the scene. The team neanwhile, had been herded toward the steep glacia
sl ope at the basin's edge. Scott |leapt up out of his hollow after Rook took the heat off him and
waved everyone toward his position. "Everyone over the side!" he yelled into the wind. "Slide,
down the slope back to the tree line!"

"But the mecha!" Rand returned, gesturing back to the basin.

"Forget it! W've gotta nake for the woods!"

Scott saw Annie go over the side and ride down the chute on her butt, trailing a scream
that was half fear, half thrill. Lancer and Marlene took to the slope next, then Lunk and Rand.
Scott waved themon, yelling all the while and triggering the handgun for all it was worth agai nst
the Invid who had nearly taken his head off a few nonents before. He managed a | ucky shot that
blew the thing's leg off, and it settled down into the basin snow and expl oded

Only Scott and Rook remmined in the cirque now, along with the four undanmaged Troopers
that were noving toward themw th evil intent

"Rook! Are you all right?!'" Scott yell ed.

She gave himthe okay sign and started to nmake her way toward his position, pivoting once
or twice to get a shot off at her pursuers. The Invid were pouring a stormof discs at them so
they had to flatten thensel ves every so often as they attenpted to close on the chute. Scott
continued to send out what his blaster could deliver and wasn't surprised to see the eneny split
ranks and head of f for a flanking nmaneuver. Rook was a few yards in front of himwhen the two of
them went over the side. Scott tried to dig his heels in, then realized why the rest of the team
had di sappeared so quickly. Under a thin [ayer of snow the chute was a solid sheet of glacial ice.

Sera saw t he apparent | eader of the group whipping down the slope and lifted off to pursue
him She paused briefly on the edge of the slide to issue instructions to her troops, then engaged
the thrusters that would send her down toward the tree line along the Humans' course

Al t hough Lancer m ght have given Sera pause, she had no bonds with the rest of the team
She cane al ongsi de Scott, realizing that he could see her through the command ship's transparent
bubbl e, and trained her cannons on him But at the last mnute, Scott's heels found a bit of
purchase and he suddenly ended up sonmersaulting out of harms way, each of Sera's shots m ssing
himas he rolled down the slope.

The Invid princess canme to a halt at the bottom of the chute where the others had taken up
posi ti ons behind groupi ngs of term nal noraine boul ders. Lunk was | oosing bursts against the
cockpit canopy that made it inpossible for Sera to tell in which direction the | eader had headed

Sera allowed the brutish Human to have his way for an instant, then turned on him aware
of the blood lust she felt in her heart. But all at once one of the Human's teammates ran from
cover and pushed the big one off his feet and out of the path of her shots. Angered, Sera
traversed the comrand ship's cannons to find him realizing only then that it was the |avender-
hai red Human.

Her hand remai ned poi sed above the weapon's oval shaped trigger, paralyzed.

El sewhere, the rebels and Shock Troopers continued to trade fire.

Mar | ene cowered behind a boul der as | ethal packets of energy crisscrossed overhead, her
hands pressed to her head, as if she were fearful of sone internal explosion

"Fight or die!" she screaned, her words lost to the storm "There must be another
way...another life!"

Then, a noment later, the fighting itself surrendered. Scott heard an intense runbling
above him and | ooked up in tine to see enornmous chunks of ice fall fromthe buttresses surroundi ng
the cirque, aval anching down into the basin, scattering the Invid Troopers and burying the
Cycl ones and Veritechs under tons of crystalline snow

CHAPTER TWD

Scott had assuned that the "waning" [sic] of Yellow Dancer had sonething to do with Lancer's
infatuation with Marlene; but while Scott was certainly on the right track, he had the wong cause-
a fact that contributed to the rivalries that arose later on. Had the two nmen sat down and tal ked

t hi ngs out, perhaps they would have realized that Marlene was not the ammesiac Scott wanted to
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beli eve she was, nor Sera the Human pilot Lancer assunmed her to be. Time and tinme again this
failure to comuni cate woul d undernine the team s novenment toward unity, right to the end
Zeus Bellow, The Road to Refl ex Point

It was Scott's idea that they separate into three groups. The aval anche had i ndeed buried the VTs
and Cyclones, but at the same tine it had forced the Invid out of the basin area and bought some
breat hi ng space for the team Reunited, they had picked their way farther down the nountainside,
splitting up when they reached the tree line. There they | eft obvious evidence of their separate
paths in the snow, hoping the Invid conmander would simlarly redepl oy her Troopers. This way,
Scott hoped, his irregulars would stand a better chance of circling back to the chute and
retrieving the mecha.

Sonehow.
The squall had noved through, but the tenperature had actually risen a couple of degrees.
Nevert hel ess, the freedomfighters were soaked to the skin and feeling the chill. Annie felt it

nore than the others-her junpsuit had little of the thermal protection afforded Rook by the
Cycl one bodysuit, and she sinply wasn't as inured to the cold as Rand. As a result, she had ridden
pi ggyback into the woods, her shaking arms draped around Rand' s neck

“"It"1l get better when we get into the trees," Rand had assured her. "I can't prom se you
a fire right away, but at |least you'll be out of this wind."

At this point Rand had no real plan beyond finding tenporary shelter where they could
regain sone of their strength. Al of them had taken a beating, and Rook had sone severe facia
burns. Rand didn't inmagine that Scott and Lunk were in much better shape, and even though Lancer
had been spared real harm he had Marlene to | ook out for, which was in sone ways worse than being
out there alone. Rand had berated hinmself for having left his survival pack in the Al pha. For the
past few weeks he had been conplaining to Scott that everyone was becoming too reliant on the
mecha systens for survival, and now here he was out in the woods with nothing nore than a handgun
and his fenceman's tool. But a few steps down the, forest's wide trail his attitude began to
i mprove consi derably, especially after he spied the snare.

Evidently at one tine the place had been occupi ed by others who were | ess than synpathetic
to the Invid. There were three snmall, alnost igloolike shelters containing foodstuffs, tools, and
| engths of cord and cable, but nore inportant, the trees along the trail had been rigged to repe
i ntruders.

Rand | eft Annie in Rook's care in one of the shelters and went off into the noonlight to
i nvestigate. That the designers of the traps had been after big gane was inmedi ately obvi ous, but
each of the tree and cabl e mechanisnms was in need of attention, and Rand realized that he was
going to have to work fast if the snares were to serve their purpose. So while Rook and Annie
war ned t henmsel ves, he went to work replacing worn cabl es, resecuring counterbal ances, and
shar peni ng stakes. He had to fell several mediumsize trees, but he had been careful to select
only those that would topple with the | east anpbunt of noise. And thus far there had been no sign
of the Invid.

He was busy on a final piece of handiwork now, down on his knees in the snow using cutters
on the cable that guyed the central snare.

"Aren't you finished yet?" he heard Rook ask behi nd him

He turned fromhis task to give her a wy | ook. She was ten feet away, arns fol ded and a
smrk on her face. "Hope you and M nt have been confortable,” he answered with el aborate concern

Rook made an affected gesture. "Ch, we'll manage until the servants arrive. Have you been
having fun with your cat's cradl e?"

Rand tw sted a final piece of cable around itself and stood up, regarding the contraption
in a self-satisfied way.

"Sonetines | amaze nyself."

Rook wal ked over and gave the wire a perplexed tug. "This is the better nbusetrap you
proni sed us?"

"You two just stay put in the shelter and | eave the netal nightnmares to nme, okay?"

She scowl ed. "Your confidence is underwhel mng."

"Pretend to believe in me," he quipped.

Just then Annie ran into the clearing, breathless and pointing back toward the foot of the
chut e.

"They' re com ng!"

Rand told Rook to see if she could do sonething about the tracks they had left in the
snow, so she and Annie went to work with conifer swi tches while he snobothed the snow around the
snare. He briefed his teammates on its workings and ran rapidly through the contingency plan he
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hoped they woul dn't have to resort to. Fifteen minutes later, he was clinbing up into one of the
trees and Anni e and Rook were back in the shelter.

Rand squirreled around a bit until he found a good place for hinself in the upper
branches, then cupped his hands to his nouth and shouted, "Help! Help nme, I"'mhurt!" directing his
false alarmalong the trail that led to the base of the snowslide. Rook and Annie heard his cal
and hunkered down in the shelter, peering out at the clearing through a narrow slot in the wall
Soon they heard the sound of heavy footfalls, and a Trooper |unbered into the clearing, its bl ood-
red scanner searching the trees.

Rand drew his H90 and reni nded hinmself to remain calm He could see that the Trooper was
following the footprints they had purposely left intact on the trail.

"Alittle farther..." Rand encouraged, whispering to hinself through gritted teeth.

The Invid took two nore perfectly placed steps, which brought each of its cloven feet down
into the trap's ring nechani sns. Cables cinched and tightened, while others grew taut, straining
at turnbuckles and activating pulleys that had been conceal ed high in the surroundi ng branches.

El sewhere, poles and trees began to spring | oose, groaning as they straightened up, rel eased at
| ast fromtheir bowed bondage. The Trooper's feet were pulled out fromunder it, and suddenly it
was being hauled into the air, captive and inverted.

Ginning in delight, Rand nmoved out onto the branch to view the hapless thing' s ascent.
But a nonent later his smile was collapsing: the snare had been well engi neered but underbuilt.
Either that or the | ashed trees had seen too many seasons. One after another they were begi nning
to splinter under the Trooper's weight; cables stretched and snapped, and pulleys were ripped from
their noorings. As the ship plumeted headfirst toward the snow, Rand arned his weapon and
squeezed off four quick shots, only one of which connected. But all that served to do was al ert
the Invid to his presence. Before he could react, the Trooper's cannons canme to life and
di scharged a bl ast that connected squarely with the trunk a few feet bel ow his shaky perch. The
tree came apart, and Rand and the upper section were bl own backward by the expl osion.

He and the Trooper hit the ground at al most the same instant, both of them knocked
senseless by their falls. But the Invid was the first to stir. As the Trooper rose slowy to its
feet, Rook and Annie saw the ship's scanner wink into awareness. Rand was still unconsci ous,
facedown in the snow, one outstretched arm hooked around the base of the tree he had slamed into
on his way down. Annie began to scream

Horrified, Rook watched the Invid take three forward steps and position itself over her
fallen teammate. She barreled out of the shelter, yelling for Rand to wake up, raising her blaster
even as the Trooper was raising its claw. She had to put five shots into the alien's back before
it swung around, and when it did, it was clever enough to use its pincer as a shield. Undaunted,
Rook continued to fire until she saw those telltale globes of primng light format the ship's
cannons; then she spun around and hastily tried to retreat. The Invid dropped her with a disc that
threw her into a headl ong crash. She rolled over, struggling to regain her breath as the Trooper
approached, uncertain if she should be thankful that the thing had |l et her live. Suddenly she
heard Annie's taunting voice close by and watched amazed as her dimnutive friend began to pelt
the towering ship with snowballs.

Rook raised herself and resumed fire, hoping to draw the Invid' s attention before Annie
succeeded in enraging it. Rand had nmeanwhil e conme around and was contributing his own bursts, and
t oget her they somehow managed to send the Trooper to its knees.

"CGo, go!" Rand yelled, notioning Rook and Anni e past him

They both knew what he was up to and broke for the trail where Rand had rigged the second
trap. Rook turned around to see if he was follow ng.

“I"'mright behind you!" she heard himyell.

And so was the Trooper, |oomng up over themand the trees, nonstrous-looking in the
nmoonl i ght, like the nightmare it was.

But it perforned just as Rand had expected, stepping boldly along the path, unaware that
one area held a special surprise. And in a nonent the Trooper was sinking to its waist through the
snow, down into a pit that had been dug underneath the trail

“Cut your lines!"™ Rand shouted to the wonen.

Rook ran to the area he had indicated and drew her knife. She severed the cables as he
call ed out the nunmbers. Instantly, sharpened | ogs swng down toward the trapped Trooper fromthe
surroundi ng treetops. Thrusters blazing against the pit's hold, the Invid dodged the first tw and
parried the third with its pincer targone, but the fourth punched through the ship's scanner and
imobilized it. The Trooper was lifted up out of the pit and sent flat on its back in the trail
The sharpened | og protruded out of its blood-red eye |like a stake thrust into a vanpire's heart.

"CGod...we did it," Annie said in disbelief.
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Rook wi ped sweat from her brow "Too close this tinme, just too close."

"Not bad." Rand sniled, striding over to the bleeding ship. "A bit primtive perhaps, but
I had confidence init.

Rook scoffed at him "Sure thing, Rand. And | suppose al nbost getting yourself killed was
part of the plan?"

"That's always part of nmy plan,"” he told her. "Just to inpress you a bit."

"You' re never scared?" Annie said, taken in.

Rook | ooked over at Rand, then down at Annie. "Only when no one's |looking at him" she
told her.

Somewhat cl oser to the chute, Scott and Lunk were attenpting to bring their own primtive
plan into play. They had skirted the edge of the woods, keeping thenselves just above the tree
line, then worked back toward the western buttress of the cirque. As hoped, the Invid conmander
had split its forces-her forces, Scott was now telling hinself-but two of the four Troopers had
pi cked up their trail and were narrow ng the gap

The aval anche had touched off secondary slides in several of the tributary crevasses bel ow
the basin, and in one of these, an exposed groupi ng of noraine boul ders perched precariously above
the gully's narrow floor. Scott thought that if they could lure the Troopers into the ravine, then
sonmehow manage to | oosen those boul ders..

Lunk was skeptical, but he didn't see that there were any alternatives. The VTs and
Cycl ones hadn't been conpletely buried by the snow, but they couldn't even think about reaching
themuntil they had cut the eneny down to size. So he volunteered to go up top and see if he could
pry some of the rocks free, while Scott set out to bait the two eneny ships.

Lunk had found what he considered to be a persuasive boulder that would force the entire
group into a slide, and he had his shoulder to it when Scott entered the ravine at a run, the
Troopers right behind him The |lieutenant reached the end of the ravine and turned to fire a few
shots at his pursuers, neant nore to antagoni ze than to inflict any damage. But nore than that,
Scott's short burst was aimed at keeping the Troopers at bay for just the few seconds Lunk needed
to send the boul der crashing down toward them

"Hurry!" Lunk heard between HO0 reports. "They're in position!"

Lunk shoved his bare shoulder to the stone, boots trying to find purchase in the snow.
Down bel ow, one of the Troopers opened fire on Scott. The anni discs threw up a fountain of snow
that monmentarily buried him but Lunk saw Scott shake hinself out of it. And perhaps it was the
sight of his friend' s peril that gave himthe extra push he needed, because all at once the
boul der was toppling over and comrencing its slide and tunble toward the pack

Scott heard the rock inmpact the mass and decided to help things along by training his
weapon on the |ledge itself. The charges fromhis MARS-Gal |l ant did what sheer nonmentum al one
couldn't, and in a nonent the whole mass was aval anching toward the bottomof the ravine with a
ground- shaki ng, deafening roar. Scott threw hinself up the opposing slope, figuring the Invid
woul d bl ast free of the ravine, giving himand Lunk a chance to reach the VTs. He never hoped they
woul d actually catch the Troopers unaware, but that was exactly what happened. They had both tried
to lift off, but the bounding rocks had shattered the ships' sensors, and in the confusion the
things got caught up in the slide and were overturned and buri ed.

When the snow settled, Lunk appeared at the top of the ravine, a triunphant |ook on his

face.

"Not bad, eh, Commander?!" he yelled down.

Scott surveyed the danage they had wought and could only regard it in wonder. "Yeah
great, pal," he called back. "Just |ike we planned."

Lancer and Marl ene had run clear through a finger of woods. They were not far from Rand
and the others, but their trail had led themto the edge of a deep gully, with a river of snow
several hundred feet below them They had no way of know ng that the one Trooper on their tail was
the Iast of the four

Mar | ene seened unaware of where she was or what it was they were running from Lancer had
sinply pulled her along like a helpless child, often shielding her with his body fromdebris flung
up by the Trooper's discs. But now all he could do was gaze hopel essly across the ten feet of
enpty space that separated themfromthe gully's opposite face.

“"Maybe if we hurry we can doubl e back around,"” Lancer told her, trying to nake it sound
feasi bl e.

But as he took hold of her thin wist again and prepared to set off, he saw the Trooper
energing fromthe woods, closing in on themfast. Marlene understood that they would have to junp
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across the abyss. She nodded to Lancer, her forehead winkled up in apprehension

They gave themsel ves several yards of runway and made a nad dash toward the | edge, hand in
hand as they soared across the chasm And they alnost made it. But they fell short by a foot,
catching hold of the edge-which was really little nore than snowand falling backward to what they
t hought woul d be the chasm bottom |nstead, however, they |anded on a narrow | edge approxi mately
ten feet below the Iip.

Lancer was thinking that things couldn't get nuch worse, but of course they coul d. Above
them the Invid command ship cane into view But to his surprise, he watched as the contro
nacel | e sprang open and a Human pil ot junped down fromthe padded cockpit. It was the sane
brai nwashed captive he had seen on the island: a slimfemal e of nedi um height with punked out
greenbl ond hair and eyes as red as a Trooper's scanner. She wore a bodysuit of col ored panels that
enphasi zed the body's major nmuscle groups in swaths of black, purple, and pink-like the colors of
the conmand ship itself.

"I know you," Lancer called to her as she peered down at them "Wy are you fighting for
the I nvid?"

The wonman's only response was to nock himwith a short |augh

Lancer pointed at her accusingly. "You're a traitor! Answer ne: Wiy are you fighting for
t henP"

Sera continued to stare at the Human, angered and confused at the sane tine. | should
destroy this thing called nan, she thought. But for sone reason | cannot.

The Trooper who had pursued Lancer and Marl ene through the woods appeared on the opposite
| edge now, but it, too, held its fire.

Lancer regarded the ship warily, then swng back around to confront the wonan, who was
obviously in conmmand of the situation. "Can't you understand nme?!" he demanded. \Wen he failed to
get a response, he altered his tone to one of cynical surrender. "Then get it over with. But spare
this woman. She's done no wong."

Mar |l ene and Sera nmet each other's gaze. And during the exchange, which Lancer thought
brief, a wealth of racial nmenories was transnitted.

That face...thought Marlene. It's as though time has stopped and | can | ook into ny past
and nmy future sinultaneously..

Sera's face had dissolved, but Marlene seened to follow those flashphoto eyes on a journey
t hrough space and tine. Cosmic vistas opened up before her, stains and weblike filigrees of
brilliantly hued clouds, swirls and spirals of galactic stuff strewn |ike dianonds on velvet. She
behel d a vision of Optera through Sera's eyes, of the Invid as they were before the com ng of Zor
of the Flowers before the Fall. Then Sera's unconscious unl ocked for her the horrors of days
since. Marlene saw the quest for their stolen grail; the transnutation of the race to an arny of
relentl ess warriors, burdened with a need for necha and Protoculture that rivaled the Masters
own; the trip across the galaxy to this planet they now called their own; and the di spossession of
its indi genous beings, just as they thenmsel ves had once been di spossessed..

And there was a voice in Marlene's mnd-one that she could not identify but that at the
sane tine seened to be her own:

"Reach into the cosm c consciousness of your race, Ariel," the voice told her. "And
al t hough you feel you are dreanming, watch send observe the beauty of your hone. For we are a race
of powerful beings destined to control the universe with our intellect and power, and you, Ariel
are a part of that power. Come back to us, ny child; come back, Ariel, and rejoin the hive..."

Marl ene stared at Sera as her face took formonce again, the journey through space-tine
concl uded, and thought: | know her: we're like sisters sonehow. ..

Then wi t hout warni ng, explosions were rocking the | edge and erupting around t he base of
Sera's command ship. Scott and the rest of the team had positioned thensel ves on the ridgeline
above the gully and were firing bursts against the comand ship and its sole mnion.

Monentarily confused by the renewed fighting, Sera broke off her contact with Marl ene and
returned to the cockpit of her ship, lifting off at once and joining her charge on the opposite
side of the chasm But no sooner did she touch down than the | edge gave way and the two dropped
toget her, inpacting rocks and outcroppings as they fell

Lunk and Rand pul |l ed Lancer and Marlene to safety. It seened unbelievable that they had
all survived and that all their crazed plans had worked. But even nore unsettling was the Human
pi | ot who had once agai n denponstrated a bew | deri ng anbi val ence. Scott refused to believe that the
woman had purposely stayed her hand; he pointed out how she had fired on himearlier wthout
conpunction. Lancer, however, knew better than to accept Scott's explanation that the wonan had
been distracted by their sudden fire. And he al so saw that sonething inexplicable had transpired
bet ween the worman and Marl ene. Both Rand and Anni e had been touched by the Invid consciousness in
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the past, but their psychic encounters had been brief and transient. Marlene, on the other hand,
had been profoundly affected.

"I don't belong with you,"” Marlene told Lancer |ater, when the others had noved off in the
direction of the buried nmecha. "Please, Lancer, I'll just bring trouble for all of you..."

He tried to confort her as best he could by offering hinself as her protector. And that
did seemto calmher a bit. But it brought himlittle succor

Who woul d be next to feel the eneny's mind probe? he wondered, shivering as he |led Mrl ene
away fromthe abyss.

CHAPTER THREE

In quieter nmonments | find nyself wondering about the nmen and wonen | have served with during these
| ong canpaigns. | think about the ones left behind, Iike Max and Mriya, and the ones sent away,

I i ke John Carpenter, Frank Tandler, Onen, and the rest. The |ist goes on and on. Wuld | have
joined that crew had it not been for the Sentinels; abandoned these dark donai ns for even a chance
at seeing Earth's blue skies once again? | think: Absolutely. But what can nmy homeworld offer me
now? Certainly not peace, that endangered species. Retirenent, perhaps. How Lisa would | augh

Adm ral Hunter, as quoted in Selig Kahler, The Tirolian Canpaign

Freeing the Veritechs and Cyclones fromthe snowslide proved to be a greater chall enge than anyone
had expected. The team brought the collective heat of their MARS-Gallant HO0 hand blusters to bear
agai nst the massive chunks of ice that had been | oosed during the aval anche, by sunrise they had
succeeded in defrosting the Al pha Fighter. Tango-9 explosive and the VI's thrusters did the rest
of the work in a tenth the tine, but Annie and Marlene sustained mld cases of frostbhite
nonet hel ess. And despite Scott's optimstic projection, it took the team several false starts and
anot her two days to cross the Sierra range. But waiting for themwas the desert with those warm

hi ghl and winds, and with it canme a renewed sense of purpose and determ nation

This was the sanme arid expanse crossed by pioneers and adventurers during North America's
push toward its western horizon, but few would have recogni zed it as such. Over the course of the
| ast two decades the region had seen periods of devastation to rival those of its geofornative
years. Dolza's fleet of four million had not overlooked the cities that had grown up here, and
nei ther had Khyron after New Macross had risen to the fore. Vast stretches of the territory were
cratered fromthe thousands of annihilation bolts rained upon it, host still to equal nunbers of
rusting Zentraedi dreadnoughts, thrust |ike war |ances into the ravaged | and. Just north of the
team s present route were the remmins of Monunent City, which had played such a pivotal role in
t he Second Robot ech Var

Popul ation centers had grown up in sonme of the craters, but nopbst of these were abandoned
now, their onetine residents returned to life-styles nore befitting the territory's origina
nonmadi ¢ tri bespeopl e than the Robot echnol ogi sts who had once tried to breathe newlife into the
wast es.

Scott had listened intently to Lancer and Lunk's information; he of course had read and
heard accounts of Macross and Monurment, and the teamls propinquity to those | egendary cities
filled himwith an awe usually reserved for sacred places and archeol ogi cal power spots. It nade
hi mt hi nk about the long road that had taken himback to this land of his parents' birth and the
treacherous one that |ay ahead. The teamwas close to Refl ex Point nowthe presence of an Invid
tower assured himof this much-but he had to wonder how many nore twists and turns they woul d have
to negotiate before they stood at the portal of the Regis's central hive, how nany Invid stood in
their way, and how many nore deaths their journey would entail.

There were many such conmuni cation towers placed around the hive conplex, and Scott knew
from past experience that the team s further progress toward Reflex Point would depend on how nany
of these they could circunvent, or better still, destroy. Options were discussed while the team
made tenporary canp near a neandering river where cottonwods and conifers provided a narrow green
ri bbon of safety and shade. In the end it was decided that Scott and Rand woul d recon the outlying
area; nearby were the ruins of a deserted city and what appeared to be an inhabited town. Annie
i nsi sted on taggi ng al ong, hoping they would run across a cowboy or two.

The three freedom fighters set out on Cyclones, Annie in her customary place on the
pillion seat behind Rand. Only Scott was suited up in battle arnor. Rand had tried to talk himout
of it but soon recognized that Scott fancied hinself the only | aw and order between here and
Ref | ex Poi nt.

A short ride brought theminto the town they had glinpsed fromthe Veritechs, a curious
conbi nati on of high-tech nodul ar buil di ngs and wooden structures fashi oned after centuries-old
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designs, conplete with el aborate facades, shaded boardwal ks, and hitching posts for horses and
pack animals. The dirt streets were enpty, but this no | onger cane as any surprise. Scott was
certain the townsfolk were well aware of their arrival and were nmerely concealing thenselves unti
the proper nonent. As they powered the Cyclones down the town's nmain street, he could al nost fee
t he weapons being trained on them from upper-story w ndows.

The one thing he hadn't figured on was getting arrested.

But that's just what the residents of Bushwhack had in mind when they finally did show
t hensel ves, twenty or so strong, dressed in Twentieth-century garb and arned with antique rifles,
shot guns, and revol vers. They forned a broad circle around the rebels and ordered Scott and Rand
away fromtheir nmecha. Scott was willing to conmply-even to go as far as renoving his battle arnor-
until he saw the ropes conme out. But by then it was too late to do nuch about it. He and Rand were
stripped of their weapons, tied up, and led by the jeering nob to the sheriff's office.

He was a short, stocky man with curly black hair and a handl ebar nmustache. He was wearing
a beat-up felt fedora and a sheepskin coat. Scott didn't see any badge displ ayed, but when the
sheriff pointed a six-gun at him he stopped | ooking.

"Anybody who goes around dressed like that is just lookin' for trouble,"” the sheriff told
him gesturing to the heap of Cyclone arnor Scott had piled in the street. "I reckon you're under
arrest, strangers.”

"But we haven't done anything!" Rand protested, struggling against the rope coiled around
his arms. Silently he cursed hinmself for having listened to Scott's harebrained | ogi c about
uni forms and earni ng respect.

"Well, you look like you m ght do somet hi ng,
of the revolver close to Scott's head.

the sheriff answered him putting the nuzzle

"I't"s illegal!" Scott argued, trying to step away.
"Yeah, you can't arrest us w thout charges," Anni e added.
The sheriff's dark eyes narrowed. "That so? Well, | reckon I'll be the one to decide that,

young 'un. You renegade soldiers and your catch try to take over everything. But we're not lettin
you take over this town."

"Who'd want to, anyway?" said Annie.

"But we're not renegades," Scott argued. "I'mfrom Mars-"

"From Mars?!" The sheriff |laughed and turned to the crowd. "Here that, folks? He's from
Mars!" The crowd started whooping it up. "Reckon you better tell it to the judge, robby."

"Fine," Scott said through gritted teeth. "Lead us to him™"

The sheriff flashed a smle and pushed his hat back on his head. "You're lookin" at 'im"

Again the crowmd got into the spirit, l|aughing and jeering. One dangled a noose in front of
Rand's face, while a second began to inspect Rand's boots with an evil glint in his eye. There was
what anpbunted to a festive atnosphere brewing, so nuch so that no one took notice of the two
strange figures who were watching the scene fromnearby. One was perhaps two feet shorter than his

compani on, but both were clothed alike, in bottletop goggles, helnets, cows, and full-Ilength
cl oaks.

"Looks as though these strangers are going to be occupied for a spell,"” said the taller of
t he two.

"Then | guess they won't be needin' their Cyclones, huh, Roy?"

"I feel it only right that we see to it that no harmcones to them"
"The Cycl ones, you nean."

"Now what el se would I nean?”

"Well, you coul da neant the strangers."
Roy nade a face. "Now, have you ever heard nme express any concern for strangers before?"
“No...but-"

"And is it likely that | would be concerned about the strangers?"

"Well, no. But-"

"Then | think it would be prudent for you to adhere to our original plan.”
"Adhere, Roy?"

"As in “stick to.""

"I should get the truck?"

Roy | et out an exasperated sound. "Yes, Shorty, you should get the truck."

Back at the canp on the outskirts of town, Lancer, Lunk, Rook, and Marl ene were doi ng what
they could to canouflage the VIs with strategically placed branches and bunches of sagebrush and
tunbl eweed. They had nmoved the fighters to a kind of natural shelter Lancer discovered, a rock
outcropping with plenty of surrounding scrub. It seenmed a sensel ess task, but at least it was
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keepi ng everyone busy.

Lancer hadn't been in favor of Scott's heading off into town; whenever Scott di sappeared,
it usually spelled trouble for the rest of them It was some confort to know that Rand and Annie
were with him but not enough to keep Lancer fromworrying. The major source of his concern
however, was Marlene. She had said |little these past two days, and it was obvious to Lancer that
her confrontation with the Human pilot of the Invid comand ship had had a devastating effect. Ws
it possible, he asked hinself, that Marlene herself had once been used in a sinmilar fashion?

Per haps she had escaped after her own command ship had been destroyed. There was a certain |logic
toit, since, like the blond pilot, Mrlene seenmed to have no recall of her past life.

| don't belong with you, Lancer could hear her say. I'Il just bring trouble.

Mar | ene was aware of Lancer's concerns and sniled weakly at himas she continued to tug
handfuls of tall grass fromthe sandy earth. Then suddenly she was down on her knees, nopani ng and
clutching her pale hands at her tenples. Lancer junped down fromthe radonme of the Al pha, but Rook
beat himto Marlene's side and was already stroking the tortured woman's |ong hair and speaki ng
soothing words into her ear by the tine Lancer got to her

"She nust be sensing the Invid again," Rook told Lancer and Lunk. "I told Scott this would
happen i f we canped too close to that communi cations tower."

Lunk shook his head. "W're not that close to the thing. But maybe there's a Protoculture
farm around here."

Lancer knelt down to take Marlene's hand. "Marlene, can you tell us what you're feeling?
Can you tell fromthe pain whether it's a patrol or a hive?"

Mar | ene pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead and made an agoni zed sound.

"You're asking a lot of her, Lancer," said Lunk

"Look, " Lancer said, turning around. "I know what |'m asking. But it could be that Scott
and Rand are in danger, and Marlene might be able to lead us to the source of it."

Rook | ooked at him as though he had just sentenced Marlene to the rack. "The cl oser she
gets, the nore unbearabl e the pain becones. | don't have to tell you that."

"No, you don't. But all of us are at risk here-not just Marlene." He touched Marlene's
cheek with his fingertips, and she opened her eyes. "The decision's yours. Do you think you can
|l ead us to the source of your pain?"

"I can...try," she responded weakly.

Lancer tightened his mouth and nodded. "Then we're going out together,'

he said, getting
up.

Rook and Lunk were dead set against it, but Lancer convinced themthat there was really no
other choice. Marlene was part of the team wth strengths and weaknesses just |ike the rest of
them And it only nmade sense to exploit her strengths, especially when that early warning system
of hers was kicking in. So an hour |ater Lancer and Marlene were cruising out over the wastes,
side by side in the APC that Lunk had reluctantly given up

"Are you all right?" Lancer asked her after they had been driving for some tine.

She nodded wi t hout sayi ng anyt hi ng.

"I's the pain still there?"

"Not now. It's |ike sonmeone just switched it off inside ne."

“I't would help if you could renmenber sonething. about your past."

"I feel like | was born on the day you people found ne, Lancer. There's nothing beyond
that-1'menpty. "
He | ooked over at her. "Still, you had a life. W just need to find out who you were."

Mar | ene shrugged. "How nuch do you renenber about the day you were born?"

"Not very nuch," he started to say. Then all at once there were two nen on horseback
positioned in front of the vehicle. Lancer brought the APC up short, instinctively extending his
right armacross Marlene; the horses reared, their riders leveling rifles.

"One false move and I'Il make a lead mne outta yer innards!" warned one of the nen.
"How s that fer threats?" he asked his partner.
The second rider repeated the warning to hinself and shook his head. "I don't like it.

Too...cryptic." He brought his rifle to bear on Lancer. "Supposin' you tell us what yer doin' in
these here parts, Lavender Locks."

Lancer suppressed a grin. The nan had on a bandanna and a tiny pair of tinted goggles. His
voi ce sounded |i ke sandpaper on cenent. "W were just out driving around, and we got lost," he
told them sheepi shly.

"Yeah?" said the first rider. "' Pears to nme you had sunthin' on yer mnd 'sides yer
drivin'." He began to laugh knowi ngly, leering at Marlene.
Lancer sniled and put his arm around Marlene, pulling her close. "WlIl, shucks," he
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nmimicked the rider. "Iffen you have to know, we're new ywed honeynooners."

"Well, no wonder yer all distracted,” the rider exclained, |owering his weapon. "I would
be, too!"

"Stop cackling and tend to business, Jesse," his cohort told him "You fol ks m ght not
know it, but there's an outlaw gang operatin' out here, an' yer lucky ya didn't go and git yer car
‘n' everythin' stole out from under ya. He di sarned his weapon.

"Worse'n that, yer headed right snack dab straight into Invid territory."

"Garldarn," said Lancer, playing it up. "Me and ny little bride 'preciate yer bein' so
nei ghborly as to warn us like that."

The gruff-voiced man seenmed to offer a grin beneath the bandanna. "Seens we speak the sane
| anguage, stranger, so | tell ya what we're gonna do: W're gonna show ya where you can buy sone
m ghty fine weapons to defend yerselves." He tugged at the reins to bring his nount about. "Ya
jus' follow us."

The two riders began to gallop off. Lancer kept the APC cl ose behind. Their trail angled
east along the renmmins of a once-broad hi ghway.

"Why are you trusting thenP" Mrl ene asked.

“I"'mnot. But |I'mcurious about these weapons. Maybe there's a resistance group operating
around here."

The hi ghwaynen | ed them down into one of the devastated crater cities Scott and Rand had
flown over earlier that day. Its once-tall towers were nothing but enpty shells now, burned and
coll apsed like fallen layer cakes. Sone tinme ago a river had altered course and turned nost of the

crater into a polluted | ake. But adjacent to the resultant waterfall, practically beneath its
t hunderous flow, was a nmassive tunnel that led to an arena of sonme sort, and it was into this that
the riders disappeared. "Hole in the wall," they called it. Inside, however, was an even greater

surprise: the rusting remains of a Robotech battle fortress. It had put down on its belly and
sonmehow seenmed to be fused to its ruined surroundi ngs.

Lancer couldn't help but register his astonishment. The ship was nothing like the cruisers
devel oped during the Second Robotech War; it had nore in conmon with the organically fashioned
Zentraedi battlewagons of the First. And yet it was not quite Zentraedi, either. The sl eek
shar kl i ke bow and massive triple-thrustered stern were closer to the hybrids he had heard about -
ships constructed on Tirol and sent hone under the conmmand of a certain Mjor John Carpenter
Lancer said as nmuch to the two riders. They had di smrounted and doffed their helnmets and cows; in
pl ace of the techno-outlaws who had stopped the APC stood two silver-haired old-tiners with thick
must aches and faces aged froma mnyriad of suns.

"Yep, and she's old and rusty, just like her crew," said the one called Jesse, who
af fected a headband and had a crazed way of | aughing.

"Then you were part of Admiral Hunter's command," said Lancer

"That's sonething we don't talk about around here, sonny," returned Frank, who nay have
had a few years on his saddlemate. H's hair was shorter than Jesse's, and his nustache | acked the
same outl aw droop.

Just then a third nenber of the gang stepped through an open hatchway in the grounded
ship. He had a cooking pot in one hand and a ladle in the other. Wth his cl ean-shaven face and
trimred bl ack hair he appeared to be much younger than either of his conpanions; noreover, he wore
a sky-blue uniformthat bore some resenblance to Scott's. Lancer saw, however, that there was no
sign of life in the soldier's dark eyes. He tried to question the man as he passed by the driver's
seat of the APC but got no response.

"Don't pay no attention to him" Jesse told Lancer. "Gabby hasn't spoken a work to anybody
since he cane here."

Frank nmotioned themtoward the ranp that led to the hold of the battlecruiser. "Cone on in
hare, stranger, so's we can show you what we got."

Lancer and Marlene followed themin. Piled high inside were high-tech crates Lancer knew
to contain | aser-array ordnance of all description

Jesse nmade a broad sweep with his arm "Wl cone to the best-stocked tradin' post in the
whol e West!™"

Back in town, the sheriff was trying to follow the rapid, angry flow of Scott's words. He
and his nmen had tossed the three renegade soldiers into a cell, but it hadn't put an end to the
| eader's ranting and raving.

"Just in case you're interested, Sheriff," Scott was saying now, his hands gripped on the
bars of the cell, "I happen to be an officer with Mars Division. W were sent here fromTirol by
Admiral Hunter to liberate Earth fromthe Invid s hold. As far as | know I'mthe only survivor of

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Ja...Robotech%2012%20-%20Symphony%200f%20Light.txt (13 of 83) [1/19/03 5:05:58 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2012%20-%20Symphony%200f%20L ight.txt

the assault group, but regardless, nmy orders are to locate and destroy the Invid Regis and the
central hive at Reflex Point. Short of that I-"

"Enough! " the sheriff shouted, holding up his hands. The nan had been going on like this
for nmore than an hour, and he couldn't take much nore of it-all this talk about assault groups and
an attack fleet on its way to Earth fromthe other side of the galaxy...Every so often one would
hear this sort of thing from people who had come wandering in off the wastes |ooking like they had
just received communi qués fromthe Lord Al mighty, but that didn't nean that he had to sit stil
and listen to every |last one of them "You're just wastin' your breath if you expect me to believe
such a cock-and-bull story. Besides, | heard tell of a better one than that by the |ast group of
wast e wackos who showed up here."

Scott was about to take up the argunent-froma different front when he heard a shot ring
out fromoutside the sheriff's office. A noment |later one of the sheriff's men burst through the
front door.

"Rustlers, Sheriffl They got the notorsickles!"

Scott shook the bars and cursed.

Rand shouted: "Don't |let them get away, Sheriff!"

The sheriff nade it to the door in tine to see two of his nmen enptying their revolvers at
a truck that was tearing down the main street. He could just discern a figure in the open back, a
cl oaked and hel neted figure yelling above the noise of gunfire: "Mich obliged, Sheriff! W never
woul da gotten away with "emiffen you hadn't, |ocked away the strangers!”

The sheriff glanced in at the jail cell, the open office door, then once nore at the
truck.

"You're responsible for this, Sheriff!l" Scott called out, furious.

"You' ve endangered our entire nmission,'" said Rand.

"You dunb hick!" Annie added.

The sheriff contenplated his position: the rustlers were well known to him and he
certainly didn't fancy tangling with them At the same tine, he was responsible for the strangers
property. So it only nade sense to |let the strangers go after their own machines. He turned to one
of his deputies and said: "Saddl e up a coupla fast horses."

"These, must date clear back to the war against the Robotech Masters," said Lancer
hefting one of the sanples fromthe opened crate. It was really not much different fromthe | aser
rifles the teamwas used to, except that the nmuzzle was somewhat thicker and the trigger nechani sm
nore conpl ex.

"CGen-yoo-wi ne arny issue," Jesse said proudly.

Lancer brought the rifle up to high port position. "Guess it wouldn't be considered good
taste to ask where you got them huh?"

"Why shoul d you care?" Jesse wanted to know.

"Good custoners don't ask too many questions," cautioned Frank, swigging froma bottle of
whi skey.

Jesse | aughed. "Frank's right, Lavender. But | reckon there's no harmin tellin' ya."

He cane across the hold to explain hinself, close enough for Lancer to see the space
madness in his eyes.

"Way back when, we was sol diers. The arny issued these weapons to us."

"So you're part of this ship's rusty old crew." Lancer grinned. "Then why aren't you out
fighting the Invid with all this firepower instead of playing rustler?"

Jesse scow ed and | ooked away for a noment. "We had our fill of fightin'. W were with
Admiral doval on the SDF-1; after, we signed up fer duty with the Expeditionary nission. Travel ed
cl ear across the gal axy, sonny, a godfersakin' place called Tirol. Then we nade one heck of a
m stake and tied in with Major Carpenter. 'Course, we finally nmade it back all right, but by then
General Leonard and his boys had their hands full with the Robotech Masters. So we jus' kinda
retired, if you know what | nean. Now we sell supplies to resistance fighters, so | reckon we're
doin' our part."

Mar | ene saw Lancer's face begin to flush and did what she could to cal mhi mdown by
sliding under his armand | ayi ng her head agai nst his shoul der. But Lancer's anger was not so
easily assuaged.

"Making a nice profit for yourselves, aren't you?”"

Jesse | aughed. "Reckon we are at that."

"You're nothing but a pack of deserters," he started to say. But suddenly there were new
sounds wafting in fromoutside the hold. A truck had pulled up in the arena. Lancer heard soneone
shout: "Look what we got!" followed by a wild "yaahoo!"
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Jesse and Frank were standing by the hatch. "Wnder where they stole those?" Jesse said
before the two nmen stepped outside.

Lancer heard the Cycl one engi nes.

"Why don't you see if you can make a little nore noise?" yelled Frank. "I don't think them
thangs can be heard nore'n twenty niles away!"

"Aw, the sheriff didn't even bother to send a posse after us," the new arrival yelled
back, laughing as wildly as Jesse had a nonent before.

"Keep that tal k down, Shorty," Frank ordered. "W got conpany."

As Lancer and Marl ene were stepping down the hold ranp, Jesse swung around to ask themif
they were interested in buying a couple of Cyclones. Lancer saw two nen in cl oaks and hel nets
astride necha they had ridden out of the back of the truck. It took hima nonent to recogni ze the
Cycs, and he had to quiet Marlene before she said anything.

"Young fol ks, nmeet Roy and Shorty," said Frank, gesturing to the nen. Roy was tall, with a
bl ocki sh, bald head. Shorty had crossed eyes and a pinched-up face. He bristled at Frank's
i ntroducti on.

"I told you not to call ne Shorty, Frank!"

"Well, we gotta call you sonmething," Frank answered him

Jesse | eaned across the Cyclone's handl ebars to thrust his chin at Shorty. "W'd call ya
by your real nanme if ya could renenber what it was, Shorty!"

Shorty raised hinself on the footrests. "That ain't funny!"

It | ooked as though he might have taken a swing at Jesse just then, but Gabby appeared out
of nowhere with his pot and put a quick end to it by ladling sonme hot stew onto Shorty's bare
hand.

Shorty screaned and clutched hinmself, while the rest of the band had a good | augh

"Gabby ain't too fonda Shorty," Jesse told Lancer and Marlene. "Ain't that right, Gabby?"

Gabby stood still, alnpst catatonic, oblivious to it all

"Fact is, Gabby ain't too fond of nobody," Frank chinmed in. "He's a little funny in the
head. "

Lancer | ooked over at the uniformed nan and experienced a rush of conpassion. Gabby seened
to pick up on it and wal ked toward the hatchway, proffering the pot of stewto Marlene.

"Look out, folks!"™ Shorty warned them "He might throwit at ya!"

But instead, he sinply held the pot out until Marlene took it from his hand.

Frank felt his chin. "Well, 1'll be hornswaggled. He's offerin' it to you."
Mar | ene t hanked hi m
"Well, isn't this a day for surprises?" said Roy.

Shorty nursed his burned hand. "First time | ever seen himdo anything nice for anyone."
"He tried to rejoin Hunter's outfit when those kids fromthe 15th ATACs got hol d of
Jonat han Wl ff's ship," Frank explained. "But his Veritech got shot down before he could nake it."
Jesse snorted. "Darn fool wuz tryin' to git back into the war agin. He's gotta be
crazier'n a bedbug."
The four old veterans collapsed in |aughter.

CHAPTER FOUR

Dr. Lang considered himan army brat and tried on nore than one occasion to instill himw th sone
sense of objectivity, but Scott was a |ost cause. If he couldn't persuade, his inclination was to
force. And this kind of behavior was sinply nor tolerated in the I ab. Lang would tell him "You
can't force experinents or people to conformto your world view The universe just doesn't work
that way!" Scott heard himbut was not so easily convinced. He had little patience in those days
and was often accused of being arrogant and judgnental. Type A all the way.
Xandu Reem A Stranger at Honme: A Bi ography of Scott Bernard

Lancer asked hinmself how Shorty and Roy could have conme across Scott and Rand's Cycl ones. There
was sone tal k about a local sheriff and how he had been foolish enough to | eave the Cycs
unattended. It was beginning to sound |like Scott had gotten hinself into another fix, but Lancer
had yet to find out why or where his teamates were being held. He had barely enough scrip to
purchase one of the laser rifles, let alone buy back the Cyclones, but he wondered if he couldn't
persuade the Robotech veterans to rescue Scott for old tine's sake. After all, they had all been
on the SDF-3 together, and chances were that Frank or one of them had at |east heard of Scott
Bernard, the Pioneer M ssion's youngest nenber.

They had all noved back into the hold of the cruiser, which functioned as the group's
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living quarters as well as their high-tech trading post. Mrlene and Lancer had gorged thensel ves
on Gabby's delicious stew. The shell-shocked soldier had taken to themand, in his eerily silent
fashion, was treating themnore |i ke honored guests than potential custoners. Frank, Jesse, Roy,
and Shorty were engaged in a wild gane of cards that required two full decks and seened to be a
hybrid of gin runmy and draw poker

"Come on, Lady Luck," Shorty was saying now, "give ne the card | want." He took one from
the facedown stack just as Jesse was throwi ng one faceup beside it.

"You can have this one, Shorty."

But Shorty was too busy kissing the card he had picked to respond to Jesse's offer. "Jus
the one | wanted," he crowed. "How 'bout that!"

Frank | ooked at his hand and nmade a di sappoi nted sound. The cards were an inverted fan in
his left hand; his right gripped a whiskey flask

"Don't need this '"un either," said Jesse, discarding another

"CGentlenen, | fold," Roy announced stiffly, although he kept the cards in his hand.

Shorty started bouncing up and down in his seat. "Frank, y' ole coot, ya gonna play or
not ?"

"Hang on, I'mjus' tryin' to decide how nuch to raise you."

“Yer bluffin'!"

Gabby served a cup of steaming tea to Marl ene, who smiled and thanked him Lancer watched
the man shuffle off into an adjoi ning conpartnent separated fromthe hold by cinched curtains.
Gabby sat down at a communi cati ons consol e and began to throw swi tches.

"I's that transceiver in working condition?" Lancer asked |oudly enough to cut through the
card-tabl e conversations.

Frank answered him "Like everything el se around here, it's wore out." Dismssively, he
threw his cards to the table. "W still receive transnissions fromthe Expeditionary Force, but we
can't respond to 'em™

Jesse grunted and | aughed. "Gabby keeps turnin' it on |ike nmaybe he's expectin' a nessage
from sonmebody. "

Gabby seenmed to hear the nmen ridiculing him forlornly, he got up fromthe consol e and
| eft the hold.

"What do the transm ssions say?" Lancer asked after Gabby had gone.

"Who knows?" Shorty cackled. "We don't pay no attention to 'em™

Lancer | eaned back in his chair. Wat a sad bunch, he thought. Sol diers who have | ost the
will to fight...He was about to |l aunch into the speech he hoped would rekindle their spirits, when
Mar | ene suddenly shot to her feet and let out a | ow groan of pain. Lancer stood up and took hold
of her quaking shoul ders; she had her eyes closed, her fingertips pressed to her tenples.

"What is it, Marlene? Are you hearing the Invid broadcasting towers again?"

The four veterans voiced a shocked "Waaatt?!"

"The tower must be broadcasting again,"” Lancer explained w thout thinking.

Alarned all at once, Frank stood up. "You nean she can hear 'en®?" He gestured to the

others. "Gt 'em boys! | reckon these two to be Invid spies!"”
"You're wong," Lancer told them shielding Marlene.
"Well, | think Frank's right," Jesse said nenacingly.

"I knew there was sunthin' funny 'bout '"em" snarled Shorty.

Frank | evel ed a hand bl aster that resenbled an antique short-barreled staple gun. "Don't
meke a nove,"” he warned Lancer. "If she ain't an Invid, how conme she hears their signals?”

Lancer took Marlene into his arns while she sobbed. "She's been traunmatized by them It
af fected her hearing sonehowit's nore sensitive than ours."

Jesse scoffed. "That's 'cause we're Human and she's an Invid!"

"That's not true," Lancer shouted, |eading Marlene slowy away fromthe couch and cl oser
to the external hatch. "She's suffered nore fromthe Invid attacks than any of you! You can see
for yourselves the agonizing pain their broadcast signals put her through.”

Shorty took a step forward. "You're whistlin' in the wind, pretty boy. W ain't buyin
it

Roy uttered a kind of grow and began to nove in bearlike, his huge mtts raised. Lancer
backed Marl ene agai nst the bul khead and turned her in his arns. "Think she's an Invid, huh?" He
pull ed her to himand kissed her full on the nmouth. Startled at first, Marlene began to relax and
return his tenderness. The veterans went wi de-eyed.

"Whoa!" said Jesse. "Don't reckon he'd kiss an Invid like that, do you, Frank?"

"They might be aliens, but they sure ain't strangers," |aughed Shorty.

"Hol' up, kids, 'fore ya short out our pacenakers."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Ja...Robotech%2012%20-%20Symphony%200f%20Light.txt (16 of 83) [1/19/03 5:05:58 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2012%20-%20Symphony%200f%20L ight.txt

Lancer broke off his enbrace. "That was the npbst pleasant way to prove a point | could
ever imagine," he whispered, |ooking into Marlene's eyes.

Frank tucked away his blaster and sat down on the edge of the table. "No hard feelings,
ki ds. Consi der yoursel ves anpng friends."

Lancer saw his chance to enlist their aid. "Does that nmean you'd be willing to help us?"

Frank | ooked at hi m questioningly. "Wat possible help could we be? W' re just a bunch of
ol d- huh?!"

An expl osi on rocked the ship.

"The telltale sound of trouble,"” said Roy, reaching for a weapon.

From the hatchway they saw two Troopers conplete a pass over the arena. Gabby, sone sort
of tote bag clutched in his right hand, was running a jagged course toward the ship. A single
charge fromone of the Invid ships tore into the already ruined street, throwing himoff his feet.
Roy had a rocket | auncher on his shoulder; he fired and caught the Invid with a glancing shot to
its underbelly.

"Lay down some nore cover fire!"™ Frank yelled. "I'Il go try to fetch "im"

"No, wait," Lancer said, pulling the |launcher fromRoy's grip. "I can nove faster. |'I|
get him"

Lancer raised the weapon and darted out into the arena. The second Trooper was sw ngi ng
around and preparing for another pass. "Make a run for it!" he told Gabby, helping himto his
feet. "I'll keep you covered."

Wordl essly, Gabby struggled to his knees, but instead of heading for the escort, he
doubl ed back to retrieve the tote bag he had dropped. The Trooper, neanwhile, was comng in |ow
over head. Lancer seated the launcher on his right shoulder, centered the ship in the weapon's
| aser sight, and triggered the mssile. H's shot was sure, straight to the Invid's optic core; a
brief fireball and the eneny disintegrated.

Gabby was still on his hands and knees but now had the bag tight in his armns.

"Leave it!" Lancer barked, hearing the sound of the first Trooper's thrusters. "Watever
it is, it isn't worth risking your life!l™ But he had begun to wonder. Gabby | ooked up at him
words of explanation in his eyes, and funbled with the bag's latch. Puzzled, Lancer went down on
one knee to gaze at the contents: it was Gabby's battle arnor.

Al'l at once the ground runbl ed. Lancer reshoul dered the [ auncher and tw sted. The first
Trooper had put down behind them its right pincer raised for a crushing blow Lancer squeezed off
a second projectile, which tore into the Invid' s scanner, dropping it instantly. He was on his
feet watching the thing bleed green when he heard Rand's voice in the distance.

"We' ve been | ooking all over for you!"

Rand was waving at himfromatop a heap of slacked steel that had once been part of the
arena's superstructure. Scott and Annie were with him along with the horses they had ridden in
on.

Not exactly the cavalry arriving in the nick of time, Lancer said to himself while
returning the wave, but it was good to see themjust the sane.

Lancer led his teanmates to the Robotech ship; Scott filled himin on their brief
i ncarceration and the theft of the Cyclones, and Lancer primed Scott for the surprises in store.
Everyone renenbered the incident with Jonathan Wl ff, and Rand especially was concerned about
Scott's reaction to all this. It was certainly good news that the Cycs were safe, but Rand knew
that Scott wouldn't let it go at that-not when the rustlers were soldiers who had once served with
the illustrious Expeditionary Force.

The veterans cl ai ned never to have heard of Scott Bernard. This didn't surprise Rand,
given the fact that some of them apparently couldn't even recall their own names. Besides, from
what Scott had told him the Pioneer M ssion had had an enornous crew, and Major Carpenter's
contingent had separated fromthe main body of the force early on in the nission. They had been
| ost in space for approximately ten years, but Scott wasn't about to cut them any sl ack

Frank was the first to catch Scott's wath-square on the side of his jaw

"You cowardly scum " Scott raved, sending the old man backward into the arms of his
conmpanions. "I hate to even dirty ny fists on you."

Rand kept his mouth shut, but he wi shed for once that Scott could control his tenper

"W ain't soldiers any longer,"” Jesse was telling Scott, wagging a bony finger in the
lieutenant's face. "And we don't take orders fromthe |likes of you or anyone else! So if ya wanna
attack the Invids, you'll jus' have to do it on yer own!"

“"You're all traitors!" Scott bell owed back, grabbing Jesse by the shirtfront and gl aring
at him
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Lancer put his hand on Scott's shoul der. "Back off, Scott, you' re wasting your tinme. They
fought bravely against the Zentraedi, but the fight's gone out of them QCbviously they're no match
for the Invid now. "

Scott growl ed and propell ed Jesse backward into Roy's arns. It | ooked for a nonent |ike he
was ashanmed of hinself, but just then he caught the telltale sounds of the transceiver. He rushed
into the adjoining cabin, where Gabby was seated at the console.

“A working transceiver?" Rand heard Scott say before roughly snatching the headphones from
Gabby's grip and shoving himaside. "Calling Admiral Hunter," Scott began. "Come in, Admiral
Hunter..."

Frank, Jesse, and the others burst out |aughing until Scott turned on them

"What's so dammed funny?"

"The transmitter doesn't work," Lancer explained while the old nen tried to stifle their
chuckling. "Just the receiver. "

Scott | ooked at the console in disbelief. "It what-"

Suddenly the nonitor screen flashed, and the external speakers crackled to |ife. "This is
the Expeditionary Force calling all Earth stations. Do you read us? Cone in Earth stations..."

"W receive you, com base," Scott spoke into the headset, desperation evident in his
voice. "This is Earth station receiving Expeditionary Force conmand..."

The face of a young man began to resolve on the screen. It was a cl ean-shaven face with
bl ue eyes, finefeatured and framed by shaggy brown hair.

"If anyone is reading this nmessage, your orders are to rendezvous with the Expeditionary
Force at Reflex Point. Ships of the nain fleet will be entering Earthspace within two weeks
Earthtime this transm ssion..."

"Admiral Hunter jus' won't give up," Jesse comented.

"He's sure a spunky one, ya gotta give 'imthat," said Shorty.

The i mage had de-rezzed by now Through it all Gabby had been staring at the screen as
t hough he had seen a ghost. Wile Scott continued to fiddle with the console controls, Gabby
shuffled m ndlessly toward the hatch

"W've got to take out the broadcast towers," Scott was saying to no one in particular
"I'f we can cripple even sone of them..Hey! Were's he goi ng?"

Rand st epped back to permt Gabby access to the hatch; he noticed that the man was
clutching sonething in the pal mof his hand, but he couldn't make it out. "Let himgo," he told
Scott. "He can't help, anyway."

Lancer volunteered to take the APC out to the canp and bring in Rook and Lunk. It was dark
by the time he returned, and in addition to Rook and Lunk, the APC carried what renained of
Gabby' s body. Lancer expl ained that they had seen flashes of annihilation disc fire in the
vicinity of the broadcast tower; they had gone in when the fighting stopped and di scovered the
flam ng weck that was Gabby's jeep. C ose by, they had found Gabby, clad in the battle arnor he
had retrieved only a short while before.

They had the man laid out in the escort hold now, Gabby's fractured hel net sat on the
floor next to him and the hol o-1ocket taken fromhis burned hand |lay atop the sheet Lunk had
thrown over the body.

"He was a brave and | oyal soldier, all the way and then sone," Frank said soberly.

Shorty tugged in a sob. "We're gonna mss ya, Gabby."

Mar | ene stooped to place a flower on the sheet; she gathered up the hol o-1 ocket,
accidentally activating it as she stood up. A handsone, uniforned youth appeared in an egg-shaped
aura of purple and gold light. "Hi, Dad," the bolo-inmage saluted. "Like father, like son; so here
I amin the arny now, and | just hope you'll be as proud of me as I am of you." Marl ene thought
she recogni zed the youth but said nothing.

"Poor Gabby," Jesse said, kneeling down to lift a corner of the sheet.

Al at once Frank grabbed Jesse by his lapels and pulled himto his feet.

"Are we gonna jus' sit around and let the Invid kill us off one by one, or are we gonna do
sonet hin' about it?!'" He shoved his friend aside and drew his blaster. "I'mgonna finish the job
Gabby started!"

Lancer came up behind Frank and caught himup in a full nelson, trying to reason with him
"You can't do it alone, Frank."

The old man told Lancer to butt out but ceased his struggling as a second transm ssion
began to flash fromthe comuni cati ons console. On the screen was the face they had seen earlier
and the young man's nessage was nuch the same: The Expeditionary Force was preparing for an
of fensive, and all resistance groups were urged to nove against the central Invid hive, designated
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Ref | ex Poi nt.

Mar |l ene reactivated the hol o-1ocket and conpared the two inmages.

"It's him" exclainmed Jesse. "That's Gabby's boy on that screen!”

Lancer let go of Frank. "No wonder he spent so nuch tinme trying to nmake that transceiver
work," he said, turning to the body. "Wth it he could stay in touch with the one person he | oved
t he nmost."

Frank hung his head. "It's a goldurn pity. Gabby could see his son, but the boy couldn't
see him An' he never told us nuthin' '"bout it."

"Listen to ne, everybody," Scott said in his best takecharge voice. "I'mgoing to get that
broadcast tower if it's the last thing | do. How about it-are you with ne or not?"

The team of course, rallied, but the veterans renmi ned unnoved.

"What's your plan?" Rand thought to ask Scott as the freedomfighters raced toward the
hat ch.

"We' || decide on the way!"

Terrific, Rand said to hinself.

"But what about the old cowboys?" Annie wanted to know, gesturing to Frank and his nen.

"You heard them Annie," Scott told her. "Their fighting days are over!"

Frank knew what he had to do; he just couldn't seemto bring his body to understand. It
was as if the young lieutenant's words were true after all: The fight had gone out of him He had,
however, gotten as far as suiting hinself up in his rusting arnor and struggling his way to the
bridge of the ship. He was sitting in one of the conmand chairs now, trying to bolster his courage
with long pulls fromhis flask, but even the whiskey was failing him

"This ain't no help," he muttered, giving the flask a toss toward the rear of the bridge

"Thank ya, Frank, but we don't need it either.”

Frank swiveled in the chair to find Jesse grinning at him the flask gripped in his right
hand. Roy and Shorty were with him all three of them squeezed into arnor that barely fit them
anynore.

Jesse | aughed, shutting his eyes. "You ain't goin' nowhere w thout us, Cap'n."

"Reportin' fer duty," saluted cross-eyed Shorty, hand to the helnet he was rarely wi thout.

"He's correct,"” said Roy, a smle playing across that sagging face of his, his bald pate
gleaming in the console lights.

Frank rose out of the chair, suppressing the smle he wanted to return. "Well, what're ya
waitin' for, then? Gt to yer battle stations."

Jesse tossed the flask back to himand straightened his headband. "Aye, aye, sir!" he said
smartly.

A nmoment later the aged cruiser's lift-off thrusters came to flaming life. Like sone
predatory fish, the ship began to rise, disentangling itself fromthe techno-debris that had
ensnared it for so long. And in response the devastated city runbled its applause, buildings and
rui ned roadways vibrating in synpathy. At an altitude of five hundred feet, the ship's Reflex
engi nes kicked in, triplethrusters blazing |ike newborn suns, to direct it along its final course,
straight into the heart of the Invid domain.

The blunt top of the broadcast tower resenbled the gl owi ng hem spherical hives Scott and
the others had al ready gone up agai nst, except for the fact that it was set atop an organic-
| ooki ng stal k sone eight hundred feet high. As the three Veritechs closed on it-Scott's Al pha and
t he uncoupl ed Betas-scores of rust-brown Pincer Ships poured out to engage them And the odds had
never been worse.

"God, there are too many of theml " Scott yelled into his hel met m ke, suddenly questioning
the inmpul sive nature of their attack. Two of his three heat-seekers found their targets, but the
skies were literally dotted with alien ships. "W'Ill never get through them" As a storm of
anni hil ation discs was directed against him he |oosed a cluster of four nore mssiles. Three note
I nvid ships exploded, sending teeth-jarring shock waves and flashes of blinding |ight clear into
the VT's cockpit. Scott zigzagged through a second salvo of eneny fire and was triggering off
anot her mssile flock when he heard Rand's voice cut through the tac net.

"Scott, | ook! Those crazy old nmen have actually gotten that junk heap off the ground!"

Scott edged hinself up in the seat; he saw the cruiser off to the right below him barely
above treetop |evel

"Wat ch your mouth, sonny," Frank was telling Rand. "This ain't no junk heap, and we're
gonna prove it by showin' you whi ppersnappers what a real conmbat crew | ooks |ike!"

Scott wanted to take back all the things he had said to them He had heard those words of
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newf ound courage before, and the ending was al ways the sane.
"CGet that ship out of here!" he roared.

"Jus' like the good ole days!" Jesse yelled over his shoulder to Roy. He had the base of
the broadcast tower centered in the console's targeting screen, but it was not the tower he was
after-not yet. First there were all those ships to take out. So he flipped the weapon sel ector
switch to maxi mum burst and depressed the trigger button

A fan of laser-array energy spewed into the field, annihilating countless ships. But the
conbat troops were quick to even up the score. lIgnoring the Veritechs for the nonent, they nassed
agai nst the cruiser and refocused the mght of their collective firepower. Wthout shields, the
Robot ech ship had little imunity to the discs. Fiery explosions erupted across the cruiser's bow
as blast after blast flayed arnmor and superstructure and bl ew away gun turrets.

On the bridge Shorty was thrown screaming fromhis station as an angry white flash hol ed
the ship.

"Dadburn it!" Jesse cursed, seeing his friend go down. "I'Il show 'em"

He slammed his hands against the trigger button again and again, but for every Invid ship
that flamed out there were two nore returning fire. They were buzzing around the cruiser now,
slashing at its danaged areas with their pincers and opening irreparable wounds in its hull. Discs
found their way into these, and soon the warship was a flam ng, smoking weck |ocked in a new
struggle with gravity itself.

Scott wat ched hel pl essly as the cruiser began to fall. "Use your escape pods!" he pl eaded
with them "Abandon ship while you' ve got tine!" But Frank spoke the words Scott knew he woul d
hear :

"No way, sonny. This crew don't give up."

"Don't be foolish, old man! There's nothing nore you can do!"

"There's still a job to be done,” Frank told hi mweakly.

Scott was al ongside the ship now, trying to get a look in through the bridge vieworts.
"You're not going to prove anything by this!"

"W can prove we ain't cowards, Lieutenant."

Scott realized that they were trying to pilot the cruiser into the very base of the
broadcast tower. He woul d have given anything to have been able to prevent them and yet the tower
had to be taken out, and it was doubtful that the Veritechs could do it alone. So Scott pulled up
and away fromthe ship's suicidal plunge, ordering Rand and Rook back at the sane tine.

The cruiser pierced the stalk like a | ance, sone two hundred feet bel ow the heni spherica

cap.

On the bridge, Roy turned a knowi ng | ook to Frank at the adjacent station. "I've renoved
the safety locks fromall the mssiles, Conmander."

Frank nodded. "Are we all in agreenment about what must be done?" he asked his crew

"Shorty, what d' ya say?"
Mortal | y wounded, Shorty had managed to struggle back into his seat. His head was resting
on the console. "Commuander, how many tinmes do | have to tell you? Don't call ne Shorty."

Scott's voi ce booned through the speakers. "There's still tine. Set the charges and get
yourselves to the pods. W'll come in and pick you up."
"Sorry, sir," said Frank. "Qur radi o's been damaged, an' we can't hear a word you're

saying." Rand tried to nmake them understand, but Frank just shook his head. "No, it's better this
way... Shorty, you ready?"

Shorty coughed once. "It's a funny thing, Commander, but | just remenbered what it really
is-ny nane, that is. It's-"

Frank brought the heel of his fist down on the self-destruct button

The tower exploded, a stalk in a firestorm

The three Veritechs swooped in for a flyby.

"W nustn't let the world forget them..loyal, courageous...soldiers."

"They' Il be awarded nedal s of honor," Scott said softly.

Down bel ow, Lunk, Annie; Lancer, and Marlene watched the fireball clinb and mushroom
over head.

"Who were they, anyway?" Anni e asked.

Perpl exed by the conflicting enpotions she felt, Marlene thought back to Gabby's ki ndness,
Jesse's laugh, Frank's gruffness, the brief hol o-1ocket inmage of Gabby's son..

"They were heroes," she sobbed.
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CHAPTER FI VE

They thought they had stunbled into Denver, but in fact they had lucked into Delta-Six, a top-
secret subterranean installation attached to the Cheyenne Muntain conpl ex, constructed to ensure
that Anerica's heads of state would survive any form of attack |evel ed agai nst the continent. But
they weren't thinking of the Zentraedi then, and certainly not of Dolza's four mllion

"Northl ands" History of The Third Robotech War, Vol. LXXXVI

The team swung north, then east, |eaving the desert behind and entering the foothills of the
Nort hl ands central range. The Rockies, they were told. They chose to avoid southern routes across
the continental divide in favor of the |ess travel ed northern passes, even though this made for
nore difficult ascents. But there were numerous satellite hives in the warmer valleys to the
south, and since the team s reserves of Protoculture were low, they couldn't afford to risk all-
out engagenent. They had managed to procure a few canisters of fuel, but Scott had insisted they
be used for the red Al pha, which Rand and Rook had retrieved.

The weat her was agai nst the team however, and although a week went by wi thout an eneny
encounter, their progress was slow. Wen at |ast they crossed the spine, they began to sense the
nearness of the prairielands beyond. But tectonic upheaval s brought about by the Zentraedi Rain of
Death had so altered the terrain here that they often felt off the map; and given their
precatacl ysm charts, indeed they were.

It was snowing now in this final pass that had no right being there. Fearful of calling
attention to thensel ves and careful to conserve what little fuel remined, they had decided to
keep the Veritechs grounded. Lunk had secured chains for the APC and fashioned skids and tow bars
for the fighters using plate and barstock he had scavenged from what had been a recreational sk
area. They had the APC rigged as a kind of tow vehicle, but nost of the real propul sion was
derived frombattery-driven thrusters in the VIs' raptorlike legs. Annie and Marlene were riding
up front with Lunk; the rest of the teamwas currently on foot.

"It's so cold,"” Annie whinpered to Marlene, shivering and cl utching the hooded poncho to
her neck. "It feels like ny nose is going to fall off or something."

Mar | ene pressed hersel f closer to Annie and brought some of her own poncho around Annie's
shoul ders.

Scott, Lancer, and Rook, sinmilarly attired in col dmeat her ponchos, were al ongside the red
Al pha at the middle of the caravan. "Soup," said Rook, daydream ng. "N ce, hot soup. A cup of
thick soup, a bathtubful of piping hot, steam ng soup..." She felt Lancer's hand on her shoul der.

"Don"t. It only nakes it worse."

Then she heard Rand: "Hold up a mnute, guys!"

He was behind themat the Beta's wingtip, preoccupied with his |latest acquisition-the
t her nrogr aph Jesse had given himshortly before the assault on the broadcast tower. It was about
the size of a small chain saw, with a nuzzl eli ke sensor and top-nounted carryi ng handl e. Rook saw
that he was kneeling down, sweeping the instrunent across the snow.

"Lunk! Stop the sleds!" Scott called out over the w nd.

"I't's amazing...There's sonething underneath us!" Rand was saying as Scott, Lancer, and
Rook approached.

"Yeah, we know. It's called ice," Rook told him

Scott notioned her to lighten up. "Wat are you picking up?”

Rand doubl e-checked the indicator readings. "A large heat source. Mssive, way off the
meter."

“Vol cani c?"

Rand shook his head, |oosing wet snow fromthe poncho. "Definitely not."

"Then the thernograph is on the fritz," Rook said through chattering teeth. "Either that
or it's your brain."

Rand i gnored the conmment and began pushing snow aside, as if to get a glinpse of sonething
beneath the ice. "It's gotta be a generator of sone kind...just below this |layer of snow..."

Rook nmade an inpatient sound. "Cone on, man, you're wasting our tine."

He | ooked up knowingly and got to his feet. "Wasting our tinme, huh?" Al at once he was
besi de her, pushing her toward the wi ndow he had excavat ed.

"Quit your shoving!" she protested.

"Well, Mss Knowit-all, why don't you take a | ook for yourself?"

She glared at himfor a nonent, then went down on her knees, w ping away fl akes of new
snow and peering in. The ice was virtually transparent, as clear as Cari bbean water. But her mnd
refused to accept what her eyes were telling her: she seened to be | ooking down on a turn-of-the-
century building bathed in artificial light-one of those twenty-story m |k cartons she had seen
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pictures of. There was steam or sonething issuing from exhaust el bows on the roof, and bel ow t hat
she coul d discern other buildings and lit streets.

Overwhel med by a sudden sense of vertigo, she had to turn away.

"It's acity!"

"Told you," said Rand.

Scott | ooked at both of themand frowned. "Sorry, guys, but it's no time to play
ar chaeol ogi st . "

"W just need a pickax and sone ropes!" Rand said excitedly. He was already up and running
toward the APC. "Think of the food and supplies that are down there!" He threw off his poncho and
made a mad | eap for the vehicle's shotgun seat, mndless of Lunk's bew | dered cries. He was
runmagi ng around in the storage conpartnent beneath the seat when the ground started to give way.

It was too late for the warnings Scott and the others were shouting out; the APC fel
t hrough, al most dragging the VT caravan with it. Instinctively, Scott grabbed hold of the Beta's
skids, but nomentarily the fighter train cane to a halt of its own accord, with the blue Al pha
perched precariously at the edge of the hole, its radome dropped, like the beak of a bird
searching for worns in a hole.

Down bel ow, Annie felt herself for broken bones. She | ooked around and saw that Rand,

Marl ene, and Lunk were performing sinilar self-exaninations. She had no idea what they had fallen
into or onto, but it seened to be some sort of roof. The APC was upright nearby, the chains that
had connected it to the | ead Veritech snapped. Overhead, Scott and the others were leaning in to
inquire if everyone was all right. Annie got to her feet and felt a strong uprush of heated air

"Hey, | think we can get down to street level!"” Rand was shouting. He had thrown open the
door to a boxlike structure that housed the building's stairway. Atop it were the jetting exhausts
Rook had seen from above.

Rand di sappeared through the door, and Annie followed himw thout a thought.

The rest of the team had | owered thenmsel ves to the roof by now and had di scarded their
ponchos. Above the jagged rend in the ice the snowstormwas still howling. Scott noved to the edge
of the roof and | ooked around in amazenent: It was indeed an underground city, intact and
apparently deserted. He turned to gaze up at the hole and realized that the city was not only
subt erranean but fully enclosed by a protective done of what appeared to be fabripl ex. Sonehow the
pl ace had been spared destruction by both the Zentraedi fleet and subsequent geol ogi cal shifts.
Over the years it had becone buried by earth and snow. He wanted to run this by Lunk and Lancer
but Lunk had other concerns on his m nd.

"The | andi ng gear's been danaged,” he told Scott, indicating the undercarriage of the
still suspended bl ue Al pha.

"I guess that nmeans we're stuck here for a while," said Rook, not exactly unhappy about
it.

Scott scowl ed. "Another delay," he nuttered under his breath.

Rand and Annie, nmeanwhile, had hit the streets. They had taken the forty flights warily,
and Rand had his blaster out even now, but there was no sign of activity. The ground-floor |evels
of many of the buildings were illumninated, as were nunmerous signs and street lights. Still, there
were indications that the place had been abandoned in haste, and it was an eerie feeling to wal k
through it all. There were no vehicles, and the only sound was that of the city's self-contained
at nosphere being sucked toward the breach they had opened in its protective unbrella.

Annie wasn't quite as put off by the enptiness as Rand. "It's mmgical," she enthused.
"I've never seen a city this bigin ny whole life."

Rand hol stered his weapon.

"I wonder what keeps it running. It |ooks like it dates back to the prewars period." He
caught a glinpse of Annie's |ook of enchantnent and | aughed. "And to think, it's been buried here
just waiting for you and ne to cone along."

"Like out of a fairy tale!"

Rand took hold of her hand, and they ran off to explore.

Scott sent Marlene and Rook off to |ocate Rand while he, Lunk, and Lancer carefully
di sengaged the caravan and piloted each of the Veritechs to the roof of the building. A search for
tool s brought them down into the | owernost of the building' s subbasenments, where Lunk discovered
the source of the city's power: a generator that tapped thermal power deep within the Earth
itself. Lancer also came up with sonething that expl ained where they were: it was a teletype
evacuation notice addressed to the residents of "Denver," issued on the eve of Dol za's devastating
barrage of death.
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"They were in such a big hurry, they forgot to turn out the lights,"” Lunk snirked.
"They're gonna get stuck with sone utility bill."

Rook had managed to find Rand. It wasn't difficult: she sinply started with the toy
stores, then worked her way through the supermarkets and delis.

She was of f gathering supplies now, while Rand, Annie, and Marlene were sanpling
foodstuffs fromthe plastic wapped; bottled, and canned goods snorgasbord they had spread out on
the floor around them They had found bags of marshmall ows and jars of peanut butter, cookies,
dried fruits and frozen pies, cans of soda and bars of chocol ate, cereals, beans, soups, and
assorted sweets.

"Mmm mnt chocolate,"” Annie said with her mouth full. She tore open a second package and
broke of f a piece for Marlene. "Try it, you'll love it. |I could live off this stuff.”
Marl ene nibbled at it and rai sed her eyebrows. "It is good."

"Peppermint!” Anni e excl ai med, picking another itemfromthe floor. "This is ny nost
favorite thing in the whole world!" She pillowed her head agai nst the bag and cl osed her eyes
l ovingly.

Near by, Rand popped open a Coke. "You got mints on the brain, kid." He gul ped sonme down
and took a bite fromthe hero he had defrosted.

"I don't care what the Invid do as long as they don't take away our peppernint.”

"Nice attitude, Annie. But | gotta agree with you: this is the life. Sonebody pinch nme so
I know | haven't died and gone to heaven."

Rook, pushing a cartful of supplies, came by just then to remind him "How about a kick in
the teeth instead?" She gave the three of them her best disapproving |ook. "Wat a ness. W're
supposed to be foragi ng supplies, not packing themaway in our stomachs. Ever think that Scott and
Lancer m ght be hungry, too?" She shook her head at Rand. "Sonetimes you nmake nme wonder."

He showed a roguish grin in response and tossed a can over to her. "Ever seen these
bef ore?"

Rook read the Il abel. "Vienna sausages? What's a "vienna' ?"

Rand saw Anni e and Marlene's puzzl ed | ooks. "You mean none of you have tried these?"

"Are they peppernints?" Annie said, getting to her feet.

Rook made a face and tossed the can over her shoul der to Rand. "What a disgusting
t hought . "

Rand shared a wink with Annie and said, "Let's find out."

She kneel ed down and pulled on the can's ring-seal. "Ch, they're cute!" she | aughed,
fishing out sausages for Rand and Marl ene. She popped one into her nouth. "Ter-ri-fic...Not
peppermnts, but pretty good anyway."

Rook was wat ching them all nunching away, her forefinger to her lower lip. "Lemre try
she said, kneeling down, hands between her knees.

Rand dangl ed a sausage between his fingers. "I don't know. .. You think you shoul d?"

"Just ginme it," she barked, snatching it fromhis grip. She chewed the thing up and
swal | owed: salty and too soft, but it tasted better than anything she had had i n weeks.

Anni e saw the [ ook of delight on her face, |aughed, and pointed her finger accusingly.
"Now our food supply's really gonna be in trouble!"

one,

Scott had left the VT repairs to Lancer and Lunk and had gone off to | ook for Rand and
Rook. He couldn't blame themfor wanting to explore the city; it was |ike some museum of prewar
life, the life some of the ol dest menmbers of the Pioneer M ssion had spoken of.

He was standing in front of a bridal shop now, staring at a lovely white dress in the
di spl ay wi ndow. The dress rem nded himof a picture he had once seen that was taken on his
not her' s weddi ng day. There was even sonet hing about the nmannequin that reni nded himof her, the
short upswept brown hair adorned with a red flower...He was so caught up in the nenmory that he
wasn't aware of his teammates' presence until Annie spoke

"Jeepers, look at that dress! What 1'd give to be married in that!"

Enmbarrassed, Scott swung around, certain they had read his thoughts sonehow. Marlene and
Rook were nodding in agreenent. They had three shopping carts | oaded with supplies.

"Hey, Scott, who's the lucky girl gonna be?" Rand joked.

But Scott saw his friend's smle quickly collapse after Rook nudged himon the arm Now it
was Rand who was enbarrassed for having forgotten about Marlene-Scott's Mrl ene, who had died
during the Mars Division assault.

The foursome began to nove off. Scott returned to his musings for a nmonent nore, then
called out for themto stop
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"Where do you think you're going? | want to get these supplies to the ships. Maybe you' ve
forgotten, but we have an appointnent to keep at Reflex Point."

Rand made a di sm ssive gesture. "Ah, give it a rest, Scott. Wat's an hour or two gonna
matter?" Then he softened his tone sonmewhat. "Look, | know this place mght not be very inportant
to you..."

"But we were born right here on Earth," Annie filled in. "And | eaving this place now woul d
be like turning our backs on our heritage."

Even Rook chinmed in. "W deserve a little R&R, don't we?"

The three of themdidn't wait for his answer and started off down the street. But he
didn't try to stop them there was no denying the truth of their argunents.

"You're such an old stick-in-the-nud sometines," Annie said over her shoul der

Scott regarded the mannequin once again, only now it was Marlene, his fiancée's face, that
he saw there. Oh, conme on, Scott, he fantasized her saying. Loosen up a little. It's a beautifu
dress. And who knows, maybe they'll give us a break on the price...It is our wedding, after all..

"Marl ene," he said softly.

“I"'mright here, Scott," the other Marlene said behind him "Wat are you thinking about?"

He turned to her and stammered: "Uh...about another dress a long tine ago that was simlar
to this one." She had a synpathetic | ook on her face. "Do you think they're right about ne being a
stick-in-the-nud?"

She was about to reply that she had no idea what that neant, when Scott's face brightened
suddenly and he put his hand on her shoul der

"Marl ene, how about an ungui ded tour of the city-just you and ne?"

She snmiled and | et himtake her hand but an instant |ater was down in the street on her
butt.

"Whoa, are you all right?" Scott was asking her. He was kneeling beside her on the
paverment, regarding her ankle boots and frowning. "W're going to have to find you sone better
shoes and sone warner clothes.™

She took Scott's hand between hers and pressed it to her cheek. "Mmm .. You re not col d?"

Scott nuzzled her hair. "No. Al of a sudden, | feel very warm"

They wal ked the deserted streets armin arm content to say little and enjoying their
cl oseness. Marlene spied a display of lingerie in a shop window and ran to it, fingertips to the
plate glass. Here was a pair of yellow bikini briefs with a nmatching spaghetti-strapped bra, a
| avender, camisole, a rose-colored teddy.

"Aren't they beautiful, Scott?"

"Uh, that's not quite what | had in nind," he said froma safe distance, blushing all the
while. He put his armaround her shoulders to nove her away. "Believe ne, you'd freeze in those
things,"” he told her.

In a shoe store, he feigned a foreign accent and tried to interest her in a pair of |ow
i mpact approach boots, but she playfully demanded to be shown sonet hing nore fem nine.

"But these things will keep you fromchurning in the snow "

"Feminine, | said."
He round a pair of white punps in her size and squatted down to place them on her feet.
"They're not very practical," he started to say, but she was already up and twirling around on one

foot, |aughing.

"There," she told him "Mich better for dancing."

Scott smiled up at her. Dancing, he thought. But the nore he watched her, the nore her
face began to blend with nenories of his lost love, and ultinmately he had to | ook away. She saw
the sadness in his eyes and asked himto tal k about it.

"I was just dreaming of a better tine, Marlene. O dancing..."

Then all at once he was on his feet, the excitement back in his eyes, putting his hands
atop her shoul ders.

"And now to conplete the picture..."

He led her off at a run to a dress shop and rummaged through the racks until he had found
what he was after: a strapless gown cut like a nernmaid's tail, pale |avender above a kind of
pl eated base of white skirt.

"It was made for you."

She held it up to herself, flattered by his choice.

"Go ahead, try it on," he urged her

And she was about to, but there was sonething vague in her menory that prevented her
Scott picked up on it imediately, even though she hadn't a clue as to why she had stopped.
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"Stupid of me," he said, smacking the heel of his hand agai nst his head. He scanned the
shop for a dressing roomand when he had |located it, rushed over to station hinself |ike a guard
by its curtai ned entrance.

"I'f you'll just step this way, nadenviselle..." he suggested with a theatrical bow.

She di sappeared inside and cautioned hi mabout peeking, recalling the way Rand had | ooked
at her when she had innocently stripped off her clothes to swm..

Scott junped back as though scal ded. She's reading ny thoughts, he told hinmself. He
swal | owed hard as he watched her discarded clothes pile up on the floor below the curtains. And
when the curtains parted, she was the nost beautiful thing he had ever seen.

She stood still, her hands crossed at her neck, allowing himto take her in; then she
gathered her hair in one hand and turned her back to him

"Would you zip ne up, Scott?"

He regarded the open zipper and took halting steps toward the dressing room his eyes
fixed on the graceful curve of her back, the pale perfection of her skin.

CHAPTER SI X

Why the sudden shift from Lancer to Scott? many have asked. But the answer is i mediately evident
once we are rem nded of Ariel/Marlene's original progranm ng as Sinulagent. Then it seens entirely
natural for her to seek out the |leader, and, as it were, the teanis weakest |ine of defense.

Bl oom Nesterfig, Social Organization of the Invid

Rand sang to hinself while his index fingers worked the machine's flippers. Sure plays a nean

pinball...The left paddl e caught the ball just right and sent it careening around the cushioned
arena, up the forward ranp, and smack into the belly dancer's navel for a bonus score of one
t housand points. But propelled free, the steel sphere fell like one of Galileo's own and shot

directly through the Flipper Straits, lost to the ganme's nechani cal bowel s.

"You Khyron!" Rand cursed, whacking the machine with his hands.

Besi de him Rook nmade a bored sound at her own nachine and noved off to one of the
arcade's plastiform seats.

“"Don't tell me you're giving up already?" he asked over his shoul der

"Too boring." She yawned.
"Well, how do you ever expect to inmprove at anything if you just keep giving up?"
He was still angry with her for the el bow she had given himearlier while they were

washing their clothes in the Laundromat. Anni e had wandered off, and Rand had spotted Scott and
Marl ene strolling by armin arm He was |leaping up to give Fearl ess Leader a round of appl ause
when the gut shot had been delivered w thout forewarning.

O course, it wasn't really the case-that Rook had a habit of giving up-but that was
besi de the point. In any event, she ignored his comment, so he turned back to the nachine,
angering it just short of tilt after another ball plunged hone.

"No good piece of-"

"This place just nakes nme feel...lonely," Rook interrupted him

Nice, Rand said to hinself. We finally get to spend a few peaceful nonents together and
she feels lonely. "So what does that nake nme-part of the furniture?" he said w thout turning
ar ound.

He heard her laugh. "C non, you don't want ne to answer that, do you?"

Rand conpressed his lips to a thin line. He was going to place the next shot right between
her eyes...

Up on the roof, Lancer and Lunk were making final repairs to the damaged Al pha. Lancer was
down on one knee operating the torque wench. It was a rare occasi on when the two nmen worked side
by side; Lunk was continually worried that Yell ow Dancer woul d nake sonme unannounced appearance
and the last thing he wanted to do was to be caught alone with her, er, him But today had been
different; they had tal ked shop, and they had tal ked about the Invid.

"We've really got our work cut out for us now, " Lunk was saying. "These new ships they
keep throwing at us are a | ot nore naneuverable than the Troopers."

"You're right about that,"” Lancer said absently.

“I mean, we were just plain lucky the last time they surprised us in the nountains. |If
that | edge hadn't given way..."

Lancer recalled the fall of the pink and purple ship. And its female pilot. He found
hi msel f wondering if he woul d see her agai n-wondering with a mixture of fear and anticipation. But
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Anni e's voi ce brought himfrom his nmusings before he had to grapple with the enoti ons behind them
She came running onto the roof fromthe stairway cubicle dressed |ike a June bride.

"Look what | found!"

The dress was a soft pink, with a white ruffled collar and natching bonnet. But it was at
| east four sizes too large for her, so she had npbst of the train gathered up in her arns.

"Just what are you supposed to be?" Lunk asked her

Lancer |aughed and stood up, w ping his hands on his trousers. "She's a bride-and a pretty
one at that." He formed his hands into an i magi nary canera and brought themto his eye. "Wat |'d
give to have ny old Pentax."

Anni e put up her hands to stop him "Wit! | want ny bridegroomin this photo!" And with
that she junped up, threw her arns around Lunk's neck, and hung there, the hem of the gown
touching the floor now.

Lunk went rigid for a nonent, then scooped her up and cradled her in his arnms, his
di smayed expressi on unchanged.

Lancer threw his head back and | aughed.

"Perfect!" he enthused.

Scott couldn't get that zipper out of his mind, except now he was wondering what it would
be like to undo it. Since Marlene's death he had been convincing hinmself that celibacy had been
witten into his destiny, but suddenly this nanel ess goddess, this new Marl ene, was bringing al
the old allegiances into question. Was it wong for himto be having these thoughts? he asked
hi msel f. Would his Marl ene have wanted himto remain faithful to her no matter what? He sensed
that the phrasing was wong, perhaps even the questions thenselves, because he knew that his |ove
for Marl ene could never be extinguished. But these new feelings had nore to do with happi ness and
conpani onshi p.

The two of themwere exploring a departnent store. Scott had | ocated the sound system and
an original Lynn-Mnnei disc-probably the first one she had ever recorded. He knew her well from
Tirol, but how different that Mnnmei seenmed fromthe innocent girl whose bright eyes shone from
the CD jacket. It seenmed ages ago, Scott realized, before all the troubles with Edwards, before
M nnei ' s devastating encounter with Wl ff...

"Stagefright," one of the singer's nost popul ar nunbers, was bl asting through the PA
speakers. Marlene, still in that strapless gown that fit her like a glove, was trying on jewelry.
Scott wat ched her in wondernent. They picked out a silver and brass collar and a bracel et of gold.
He found her a |eather shoul der bag and a floppy blue hat.

They exchanged neani ngful | ooks. And Scott asked her about | ove.

"Was there anyone, Marlene? Wre you ever in | ove?"

"Love?" she asked him

He coul d see that she had no understanding of the enotion. How traumati zed she nust have
been to have had even that erased from her past!

He began to envy her

In the next store they separated, as two people mght drift apart in a museum lost in
private thoughts and personal nonents. It was the toys that fascinated Marlene: w nd-up clowns and
tal ki ng bears, nusic boxes and transfornabl e gadgets, drummer boys and lively ballerinas. She
switched all of themon, filling her world with a synphony of transistorized sounds and songs. She
was handling a fragile glass giraffe when the gorilla showed up.

Marl ene uttered a frightened scream and fell back, dropping the small figurine to the
floor. O course it was only Scott in a nmask, but how was she to know that?

She ran to himafter he had taken it off, seeking shelter in his arns. "Hold ne, Scott,"
she whi spered. But he held back and gently pushed her to armis |l ength, his hands on her shoul ders.

“Marlene, |...l want to know all about you."

She gave hima hel pless look. "I wish | could tell you," she apologized. "I wish | knew
the words..."

But what he saw in her eyes was enough. "W don't need words,"” he told her, draw ng her
in. They kissed lightly, tentatively, exploring each other

Then suddenly she pull ed back, overcone first by dread, then pain. "They're com ng!" she
managed. "It's hopel ess, hopel ess!" Her mane of red hair was shaking back and forth. "There's no
escape fromthem'

Scott did what he could to confort her and began to look left and right in desperation.
"We're trapped down here!" he berated hinself. "Trapped!"

There was no escape!
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Far above themin those displaced nountains that towered over the buried city, Corg, the
crown prince of the Invid horde, had zeroed in on the rend the freedomfighters had inadvertently
opened in the donme. He was a sharp-featured young man with | ean good | ooks and mysterious oblique
blue eyes. His hair, which was also blue, lay flat and fine against his skull, lending itself to
hi s somewhat cruel and ascetic |ook. Corg had been created fromthe lifestuff of his race by the
Regis herself, to rule at Sera's side in the new order

Hi s command ship was |ike hers: sonmewhat acephalic, top-heavy, and buxomlooking with its
heavi | y weaponed torso pods and power nacelles.

Acconpanyi ng himwere two Enforcer ships that represented the nost recent exanples of
technol ogi cal innovation fromthe Regis's weapons factories. They were not unlike their crablike
prot ot ypes but sonmehow appeared al nost naked beside them They were bi pedal and seemingly four-
arnmed, their optic scanners were nore Cycl opean in placenent, and there was a phallic, nuscul ar
flexibility to the top-mounted cannons that was absent in the nore cumnbersone-| ooki ng Shock
Troopers and Pincer Ships.

Corg chose to nmake his own opening in the city's done and did so with a nassive charge
fromhis ship's shoul der cannon. Then he began his hellish descent, his two underlings follow ng
hi m down into the breach

The freedomfighters were waiting for them though. Scott had alerted the rest of the team
to Marlene's prenonition, and they had elected to draw the Invid down into the city and utilize
the nore maneuverable Cyclones to battle themin the streets.

In Battle Arnor node, Scott, Lancer, Rand, and Rook were assenbl ed at street |evel when
the first two Invid blasts shook the city, inpacting against the upper storys of one of the tal
towers and showering themw th chunks of concrete and shards of plate gl ass.

"W won't stand a chance head to head agai nst these guys," Scott said over the tac net.
"We've got to take advantage of their clunsiness!"”

"Cotchal" Rook returned as everyone took to the air

Rand |ingered behind and was al nost sl agged because of it. "W'Ill nake mncenmeat out of
them "™ he was sayi ng when an energy bolt exploded in the street. He caught up with Rook a nonent
later in an alleyway, but the newfangl ed Enforcer had pursued himand | oosed a shot that nearly
fried both of themwhere they stood. They | aunched and took up ground-I|evel positions on either
side of the alley's exit and poured return fire into the Invid ship as it rounded the corner

The Enforcer found Rand first and swng toward him the triple nodes of its cannon primed
for fire. Rand leapt away just in tinme, amazed to see two steady streans of crimnmson fire where he
had expected anni hil ati on di scs.

El sewhere, Scott and Lancer were facing off with the second Enforcer. They had their backs
to the wall as the Invid cane at them its rear thrusters keeping it airborne, a flying insect
nightnare in the city's twlight.

"Il drawits fire," Scott told Lancer. "Get above and do sonme damage!"

The Enforcer's cannon nuzzles cane to life, spewing two deadly beans, which converged and
struck the base of the building, sending shock waves through the streets. d ass was now raini ng
down from everywhere, along with snow that was aval anchi ng through the done's ruptured skin. Both
freedomfighters junped aside, but Lancer stayed in the air while Scott attenpted to lure the
enemy onto a wider boulevard. He dug in at the end of the street and waited for the Enforcer's
approach; then, with the thing scarcely two hundred yards away, he |aunched two time-charged
Bl udgeons fromthe right forearnms tubes of his battle arnmor. The missiles detonated in the air
over the Invid' s back, with a collective force great enough to throw the thing face-first to the
street. Lancer was in position now, and on Scott's conmand he activated nearly all his suit's
| aunch tubes; missiles arced fromthe open conmpartnents and racks and fell like a fiery hail on
the imobilized alien ship, destroying it even while its own cannons were bl azing away. To add
insult to injury, Scott |aunched another missile into the done overhead, |oosing a fall of nassive
i ce chunks, which sealed the Enforcer's fate.

Rand and Rook were still being pursued by the first ship, whose pilot was obviously the
nmor e experienced of the two.

"Boy, this high altitude's beginning to affect ne,
br eat h.

They had stopped to go face-to-face with the ship after realizing that Scott and Lancer
were coming in to outflank it. Now all four of them opened up at once, throw ng everything they
had agai nst the Enforcer and what was |eft of the devastated done, burning and burying it nuch as
they had its conpani on ship.

Rand told his teammate, fighting for
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But suddenly there was another ship in the arena: a drab gray-green command ship with
orange-tan highlights. They had seen this one before and had hoped they wouldn't see it again.

"Scott, behind you!" Rook warned.

The team scattered, but the conmmand ship stuck with Scott, pursuing himthrough severa
bl ocks-literally through the buil dings, although Scott was using the doorways and the alien was
sinply making his own. Utimately they squared off, the giant insectlike ship and the dininutive
Cycl one, and Scott flicked on his externals to say: "I had a sick feeling you woul d show up
again."

The Invid raised its cannon arm and woul d have sl agged himthen and there had it not been
for Lancer and the others, who distracted it with rooftop fire. Scott seized the nonent to | eap
away, but the conmmand ship continued to stal k hi mprobably angered by the earlier conment, Scott
had the tenerity to say to hinself. Even Lunk, Annie, and Marlene had joined the fray by this
time; they were packed into the APC, riding circles around the Invid' s feet while spraying it
ineffectually with machi ne-gun fire. Down on his butt with the alien [ oonmng over him Scott
wonder ed how they had gotten the vehicle down to street |level, but he didn't dwell on it for |ong,
because the Invid was ignoring the trio and raising that handgun again

Just then Anni e sonehow succeeded in angering the thing with sone silly comment; the Invid
switched targets, reangled its handgun, and fired off a rapid burst that nipped at the carrier's
tail. The APC was unscat hed, but something had been thrown fromthe rear seat-sonething pink and
sof t -1 ooki ng. .

Scott realized it was a dress of sone sort but couldn't believe his scanners when he saw
that Marl ene was running back to retrieve it! Lunk had brought the APC to a halt and was yelling
at her to forget about it.

The I nvid ship swng around and took one giant step, aiming nenacingly at its defensel ess
prey. In the cockpit, Corg stared down at the sister his race had lost to the Humans and coul d not
bring hinself to fire.

Scott, neanwhile, had | aunched hinmself straight up, crying out Marlene's name and
I aunching half a dozen Scorpions straight into the Invid' s back. Leaking fire fromits seans, the
alien whirled on himand raised its cannon, but Scott was again quicker to the draw with two nore
nm ssiles that nmanaged to sever the ship's right arm

The cannon hit the floor with a thunderous crash, but Corg wasn't about to retreat just
yet. He turned and stonped after Scott, shoul dering the ship through the walls of the building and
out into the street.

There, the reunited rebel team ganged up on the comrand ship, paralyzing it with mssile
fire and opening up the rest of the done. It was as though a dam had col | apsed: hundreds of tons
of snow and ice were pouring into the city. The Invid struggl ed agai nst the slides but eventually
succunbed to the sheer weight of the fall. It went down on one knee, systens sputtering and
shorting out, then tipped to its side.

"To the Al phas, everybody!" Scott commanded.

"Well, there goes the world' s shortest vacation,” Rand said in response.

Lunk, Annie, and Marlene were waiting for themon the roof. Once nore, Scott couldn't
figure out how the APC had managed it, but he didn't stop to ask. He reconfigured his necha to its
t wo- wheel ed node and told Lunk to stow the four Cycs in their Veritech conmpartnents. Marlene was
frightened but unhurt. Scott wanted nothing nore than to hug her, his battle arnor
notw t hst andi ng, but he contented hinmself with sinply touching her shoul der.

Shortly they had the Veritechs in the air, the APC slung fromthe undercarriage of the
Bet a.

"Sorry about the acconmobdations, "
fresh air will do you good."

Lunk swung hinself around in the driver's seat of the APC to | ook back at the nassive
holes in the ice done that had kept the city a secret fromits surroundings for the past twenty
years. In his hand he held an el ectronic detonator he had rigged to the conputer control system of
the city's thermal furnaces

“"Now or never," he said out |loud, and thunbed the trigger button

Five minutes later the city exploded with near-volcanic force; a swirling pillar of fire
shot up into the winter skies, vaporizing snow and ice and capturing the resultant thaw and cl ouds
of steam The sound of follow up explosions echoed in the nmountains, catching the Veritechs in
their roar. They fought to stabilize thenselves in the shock waves and newborn thermals, the jeep
rocking to and fro Iike a pendul um beneath Scott's fighter

"What the hell happened?!"” Rand's pani cked voi ce booned over the net.

Lunk flipped on the APC mike. "I rigged the nain generator to feed back on itself," he

Scott apol ogi zed to Lunk, Annie, and Marlene, "but the
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expl ai ned.
"Bu- but why?!"
"Because that city had no place in this world." There was a kind of anger in Lunk's voice.
"Well, it sure doesn't anynore," Rand said.
"Sone fireworks, though," Rook conmented.
"Well, golly gee, Mss Rook, sure glad we were able to bring some excitenent to your day.

Least you won't have to be bored anynore.”

"Who asked you?!" Rook returned.

Scott listened to themgo at it, then reached out to |lower the volune in his cockpit. He
craned his neck to see if he could get a glinpse of Marlene, below himin the personnel carrier
She knew they were comng, he told hinmself. But what was the strange |ink they shared? What
channel had the Invid opened in her shocked nmind that allowed her to sense their coning? And coul d
t he team sonmehow tap that frightening frequency?

He t hought back to the conmand ship's nonmentary paral ysis when Marl ene had appeared to
pick up Annie's lost dress. Wiy didn't the alien pilot fire? he wondered, thinking back to the
blond pilot's sinlar reluctance. The Invid had her right in its sights, and yet it was al nost as
if the thing had recogni zed her

Alnmost as if Marlene was...one of them

CHAPTER SEVEN

Opi nions vary: there are those who give Annie LaBelle's age as thirteen and others who give it as
seventeen; and there's enough contradictory background data to give strength to either argument.
Subsequent research has yet to reveal enough to persuade or dissuade either canp. Rand, in his

vol um nous Notes on the Run, states that "Annie was thirteen going on seventeen, " while el sewhere
he opines that "she may be seventeen, but she acts like she's thirteen." It is a mnor
controversy, to be sure, but one that is still argued over. Ms. LaBelle has not been hel pful in

laying this matter to rest.
Footnote in Bel ow, The Road to Refl ex Point

The presence of Invid scouts patrolling the outer perineters of the central hive forced the team
to keep to the nountains and turn south once again. There was still no sign of Hunter's invasion
force, and the Protoculture reserves in the VIs were sinply too lowto permt any worthwhile
reconnai ssance behind the eneny lines. No one was really put off by the delay; even Scott breathed
easi er knowing that Reflex Point was tenporarily out of the question. Besides, the snow was behind
them even though the land itself was no | ess rugged. Travel since "Denver" had been al nbost due
south-into what Scott's maps indicated had once been call ed western Texas.

Scott, Rook, and Lancer had done nost of the flying; Lunk's APC was back on the ground
where it bel onged, with Rand's Cyclone to keep himconpany. Annie was in the mecha's buddy seat,
urgi ng Rand through the old highway's twists and turns. It was a warm bl ue-sky day, and she felt
gloriously alive and uncommonly optim stic. |Indeed, she had good reason to feel this way.

"I't's nmy birthday!" she shouted into Rand's ear when they had exited one of the road's
many tunnel s.

“"If you don't stop screaming in nmy ear, it'll be the last birthday you celebrate," Rand
war ned over his shoul der.

They had | ost sight of the VIs on the other side of the tunnel, so he took the turn fast,
hoping to spot them before entering the figure-eight sw tchbacks that |ed down into the valley.

Al'l at once, Rook's red Al pha cane whi ppi ng around the shoul der, scarcely ten feet above the
roadbed. Rand told Annie to hold on and | ocked the Cyclone's brakes, stabilizing the mecha through
a long slide as Rook was setting the fighter down. Lunk had a clearer view of things and nanaged
to bring the APC to a nore controlled stop behind the cyc.

"Why don't you | ook where you're going?!'" Rand shouted even before Rook had opened the
canopy.

"Are you trying to kill us?!'" Annie threw in.

"Just the opposite,” Rook said peevishly over the Al pha's externals. "There's an Invid
hive on the other side of the ridge, and at the rate you two were going, you'd have been on it in
no tine."

Rand' s eyes went w de, but instead of thanking her or apol ogizing, he sinmply said: "Wy
down here? Choicest spot around.”

Rook was correct about the hive; what she didn't realize was that the Invid were already
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aware of the teaml s presence and were heading toward them About the sane tine she was warning
Rand away, the Invid Regis was issuing new instructions to her troops through one of the hive's
bi o- constructs.

"Shock Trooper squadron, prepare to relieve incom ng patrol drones," she announced.
"Projected course of Robotech rebels fromlast point of encounter should bring theminto our
control zone during the next eight hours. Evidence of Protoculture activity on the outlying linmts
of scanning perinmeter indicates possible presence of Robotech necha within control zone even now.
Al'l scanning systenms on full alert.”

On foot, Rook, Rand, and the others joined Scott and Lancer at the top of the ridge, where
the two had conceal ed t hensel ves anong some rocks. The VTs had been shut down and left on the
r oadbed.

"I don't like the looks of all this activity," Lancer was telling Scott when the rest of
the team approached. He had a pair of high-powered scanning binoculars trained on the hive done.
Shock Troopers and Scouts were buzzing in and out of the hem sphere, and several Pincer units were
in assenbly on the ground, as though receiving orders fromsonme unseen comuander. "I think they're
expecting us."

"But they weren't expecting us to spot themfirst,

"How does it | ook?" Rand called out behind them

Lancer | owered the binoculars and stepped away fromthe outcropping. "In a word-bad."

"We've got to double back," Scott told them "There's a high road that keeps to the
ridgeline above this valley. W mght be able to get through before their sensors pick us up. It's
going to be slow going, but | don't see that we have any choice."

The refrain, Rand said to hinself as he trudged back to his mecha.

Scott said gruffly.

Scott, Rook, and Lancer |led the slow, silent uphill procession, relying once nore on the
battery-operated thrusters that had seen the Guardi an-configured Veritechs over many a northern
pass. But once over the ridge, they risked increasing the pace somewhat and brought the
Protocul ture systens back into play. They kept to the road neverthel ess but were now hovering
fifteen or so feet above its rough surface. But this still wasn't fast enough for Annie.

"Sone birthday," she griped to Rand. "No party, no presents, and no fun."

He had been hearing this for the better part of three hours now and was beginning to tire
of it. "Count your blessings," he told her. "W're lucky to be alive. Isn't that right, Marlene?"
he added, hoping to gain sone support.

But Marlene didn't have nmuch to say beyond a soft "Uh-huh" fromthe front seat of the APC
Her head felt as though it was splitting open, but she was deternmined not to let the others see
how much pain she was in.

The three pilots becanme nore brazen on the downhill stretches and were soon w nging the
fighters along at a good clip. Encouraged (and seeing an opportunity to raise the noise |evel of
t he mecha above that of Annie's nonstop conplaining), Rand began to feed the Cyclone nore
throttle.

"Mnt, what d° ya say we goose this thing a little. That sound good to you?"

Anni e hammered her fist against his shoulder. "Don't call ne M nt-Woa!"

Wth a turn of his wist, Rand sawto it that her words were |eft behind. The three
Veritechs had di sappeared around the bend, but with a bit of fancy weaving under the foot
thrusters, Rand thought he could not only catch up but pull out into the I ead. As soon as he nmade
his first nove, however, the first Invid ship appeared on the scene. It elevated into view from
the trees at the base of the slope and skinmed two streans of annihilation discs straight into
Rand's path. Consequently, he had to bring that fancy maneuvering into play sooner than planned,
but he did succeed in dodging the energy Frisbees of the eneny's first volley.

O course, it nmeant leaving the road entirely to do so.

But at least we're alive! he screaned to hinself as the Cycl one was boundi ng down the
steep slope toward the trees, Annie hanging on for dear life, in and out of the pillion seat half
a dozen tinmes before they hit the flat ground at the base of the cliff. Rand risked a | ook over
hi s shoul der and saw that the APC had also |l eft the | edge roadbed.

What he, didn't see, however, was that Lunk's landing was far from snooth. A second
di scharge of disc fire had forced Lunk to swerve at the |ast nonent; the nose of the vehicle
connected with some | arge rocks and overturned, sending Marlene sprawling while Lunk rode out the
roll. The same Invid ship swooped down for a close pass over the fleeing Cycloners, |oosing a
barrage as it fell, but Lancer's Al pha was on the thing now and holed it before it could manage a
foll owup burst. Rand, nmeanwhile, was closing on the trees at top speed, heartened when he heard
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the Pincer unit explode behind him but panicked when he saw two nore rise unexpectedly out of the
forest.

"They' re everywhere!" he shout ed.

"Rand! Get into your battle arnor!" he heard Scott say over the necha's tac net. "I'l|
keep you covered."

Rand halted the Cyclone and began to snatch sections of arnor fromone of the storage
conpartnents. OFf to his right he saw Lunk | eading a dazed Marlene to shelter anong the rocks at
the base of the slope and told Annie to join themthere. She ran off, holding her cap on her head
wi th one hand.

Rand struggled into the "thinking cap" and | aunched for reconfiguration. A nonent |ater he
was back on the ground in Battle Arnor node, squaring off with one of the ships. The thing tried
an overhand pincer swi pe that missed, then a, quick spray of disc fire after Rand had aggravated
it with two Scorpions fromthe Cyclone's forearm|aunchers. The discs tore into the earth at
Rand's feet and threw himflat on his back, but he countered with three nissiles that found their
way into seans in the ship's alloy. The Invid had enough life left init to attenpt a second
pi ncer crush, but Rand rolled out fromunder it and watched as the ship collapsed onto its face
and expl oded.

El sewhere, Rook was in pursuit of the second new arrival; Scott was several |engths behind
her as she chased the ship across wooded valleys and dry fingers of foothills. The lieutenant's
face came up on the red VI's cockpit conmp screen

"That's enough, Rook-let it go."

"But we can't let this one report that it found us,

she pointed out. "W've gotta finish
it."

"Forget it," Scott told her nore strongly. "They're on to us already, or we wouldn't have
had that little skirm sh back there. Swing around."”

Rook glared at Scott's screen image, then began to ease the VT off its pursuit heading.
She couldn't help but notice how beautiful the I and was bel ow her-green hills and neadows, in
startling contrast to the barrenness of the high ground. She saw a town and alerted Scott to her
find.

"“I't doesn't |ook |like anybody's hone," she comented as the two fighters conpl eted a quick
flyby.

Scott was silent for a nmonment, then said: "That'll be perfect."

"Perfect for what?" she asked him But he had nothing further to say.

They all agreed that the village rmust have been a delightful place when it was alive. Now
it was just a nmotley collection of buildings and houses (spanning several hundred years of
architectural styles), but nothing could dinmnish the tranquillity of the valley itself or the
beauty of the surroundi ng nountai ns.

Scott ordered the Veritechs in and instructed Rand to assist Lunk with whatever repairs
the APC required; afterward the two nen were to join the others in town, but Marlene and Annie
were to wait until they received an all clear before com ng down fromthe hills.

A buil di ng-to-building search of the place revealed little in the way of supplies, but
Lancer stunbl ed across one itemthat pronpted a schene to turn the tables on the Invid Troopers in
the nearby hive-as well as carry out the nore prosaic surprise Scott had in mnd for Annie. Wat
he had found-hidden in a barn on the outskirts of town-was a device known as a bio-enulator, a
Prot ocul ture-powered instrunent that was capable of m mcking the energy enmanations of a supply-
sized cache of the pure stuff. It had been devel oped not by the resistance but by the black market
racketeers at the close of the Second Robotech War, for luring Southern Cross personnel to their
deat hs.

Gven top billing in Scott's reworked plan was an unusual buil ding that dom nated the
town, a circular structure with a columed cupola adorning its doned roof that had once served as
an arnory. Installation of the bio-enulator setup required a certain anount of group effort to
conceal wiring and such, but the original plan, the prosaic one, called for little nore than
setting up several strategically placed rocket |aunchers and breaki ng out sone of the supplies the
team had brought with it fromthe Rocky Mountains underground conpl ex. The freedomfighters split
up into two teams, with Rook and Rand handling the indoor chores while Lunk and Lancer worked
together rigging the arnory building with charges. Scott did what he did best: he supervised.

Then Rand was sent to fetch the two wonen.

The sun was setting, huge and gol den, and. Annie and Marlene were still waiting in the
mount ai ns, sitting side by side on the rock with a western view.
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"l guess birthdays are very special days,"
renember if | ever had one."

"Ch, you've had one," said Annie. "I don't think there's any way around that."

"Do they always nake you unhappy?"

Anni e brought her knees to her chest and put her head in her hands. "Let's just say that
it's hard to be happy when every single one of your birthdays is a disaster."

"But Annie, were they all bad?"

The young girl was sniffling now, her eyes closed.

There was a tinme, she recalled, when things could have been pl easant but weren't. A tine
before the Invid invasion, when her parents and M. Wdget were still alive, when the Northl ands
were enbroiled in war with the Robotech Masters, and the Southl ands prospered. Before the
bonbs. .. when she still had a hone.

She coul d see herself in that sinple shingled house, dressed in her yellow pants and
bl ouse, reading the card they had gi ven her and gazing at the cake her nom had bought at the
market, left alone to puzzle out why they couldn't stay to enjoy it with her, why they al ways

Marl ene was saying consolingly. "I wish | could

seened to have nore inportant things to do. She could hear her nother's voice still: Your father
and | won't be back till late, Annie, so when you've finished your little party, be sure to clean
up all the dishes and put yourself to bed at a decent hour, all right? Wll, good-bye, honey, and,

oh yes, happy birthday..

"I don't know how many times | prayed that just once | could have a real birthday party
with friends and famly |ike everybody else in the world."

"I don't think there's anything worse than being alone on your birthday. Well, | guess |
wasn't conpletely alone...at least ny friend M. Wdget was there to help nme eat ny birthday
cake."

"Who?"

"He was ny cat...He's gone now. .."

"Ch," Marlene said softly, trying to understand.

Anni e | ooked up into a pale yellow sky, w sps of |avender clouds. "Jeez, when did it get
so dark? | wonder where the others are." The sun was al ready down now. "Thank goodness it won't be
ny birthday for nuch | onger," she sighed.

Al'l at once the two wonen heard grow i ng noises conming fromthe trees behind them They
wr apped their arms around each other and waited for the worst. The grow ing grew | ouder, and Annie
began to scream clutching at her friend; then Rand appeared out of the darkness with a big hi and
a smile on his face.

"Rand, you jerk!" Annie yelled.

He snorted and wal ked over to them "All right, all right, calmdown. | should ve known
you'd be a nervous weck by now But let's get going; we have to go neet the others."

"But where's the Cyclone?" Marlene wanted to know, her armstill around Annie's shoul ders.

Rand shook his head. "I"'mafraid | can't offer you aride. It's too risky to use any of
our nmecha. This whole area is crawmling with Invid."

Mar | ene gasped. Strange that she didn't feel their presence.

"Scott and the others are holed up in the village," Rand added after a nonent. "There's no
way we can get through."

"That tears it..." said Annie.

Mar | ene gave her a reassuring hug. "I"'mafraid it's going to be another birthday w thout a
party, Annie. We're sorry.”

Rand made a scoffing sound. "I hate to tell you this, but we've got a lot nore inportant

things to worry about than Annie's birthday. Now, conme on."

He | ed them of f through the woods to the edge of the hill overlooking town, trying to
mai ntain that sane hard | ook that wouldn't give away the surprise. But he knew that the act mnust
be killing her and began to wonder about the nore sinister side of surprises.

"That big house down there on the left,"” he gestured. "W've gotta try and nake a run for
it."

"I't's so spooky-looking," Annie said, burying her face in Marlene's breast. "I'm scared."

"Are you sure Scott's down there?"

"Everybody's down there,” Rand told her. "At |east, they were when | [eft | hope
not hi ng' s happened." He started off down the hill. "Follow nme."

It was a sinple brick affair with a | arge chi mey, curved-top wi ndows and doors, and two
smal | dorners. They hid together behind a tree at the edge of the walk. Rand ran to the door and
noti oned for themto join himquietly but quickly. Annie was maki ng frightened sounds.

"I't's dark in here, so watch out," he cautioned them as he opened the door. "Scott, |'m
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back," he whispered into the darkness. "Were are you?"

Anni e was the | ast through the door, and by that time Marlene and Rand were gone. She
called out to them quietly at first but with increasing panic in her voice. "Wat happened to
everybody?" she asked pl eadingly as she noved across the floor, unable to see her hand in front of
her face.

"Why does everybody al ways abandon ne?"

"Anni e, over here," someone called out from sonewhere.

"Rook, is that you?" she answered, her voice a trenolo.

Suddenly there were flashes of light in the blackness, then a brightness she had to hide
her eyes from But again soneone called out to her: "Qpen your eyes, Annie."

And when she | ooked, she saw all her friends, gathered around a round table that had been
set for seven, with plates and wine goblets and platters of food and a | arge birthday cake
decorated with seventeen candles. And everyone was w shing her happy birthday.

Lunk was standing over her with the cake in his hands.

"Are you putting ne on?" she asked them

"I't's your favorite," he told her. "M nt chocol ate."

"And | ook what | nmde for you," Rook said, showing her a knitted scarf.

"Happy birthday, Annie," said Marlene. "At last."

Anni e stared at everyone for a noment, found that she couldn't take it, and ran outdoors
to weep; there she said thank you to the stars.

CHAPTER EI GHT

Dad didn't plan a career as a voyeur-at |east, not consciously. He just kept finding hinself

| ooki ng here when he shoul d have been | ooking there, stunbling onto this when he shoul d have been
busying hinself with that:.. Until the incident at the baths. But | sonetines wonder how nmach Mom
encour aged Dad's behavior. | asked her about it once, and the only thing she would tell ne was
that Dad got what he had conming. Then she grinned.

Maria Bartl ey-Rand, Flower of Life: Journey Beyond Protocul ture

The cake, the sweets, and the gifts were only the start of the surprises Scott and the teamhad in
store for Annie, but after a few sips of wine it turned out that Annie had sone surprises of her
own.

She was playing the celebrity host to their toasts and conplinents now, using her
wi negl ass as a prop m crophone and nodeling the pink chiffon dress Rook had given her. Her hair
was brushed and parted in the center, for once free of the funky E. T. cap she was sel dom seen
wi t hout .

"To the cutest little freedomfighter around,"” Scott said fromthe table, lifting his
gl ass.

"Thank you, thank you, |adies and gentlenen,” Annie directed to her audience. "I would
also like to thank nmy designer, Mss Rook Bartley, for this el egant gown."

Rook took in the cheers with a noticeable blush. She hadn't done nore than tailor the
dress down to Annie's size. And unfortunately, she had gone a little high on the hem the dress
made Anni e | ook about six years old, but no one was pointing this out. The yell ow knee socks and
brown punps didn't, help any, but they had taken what they could fromthe sub city, with little
t hought given to coordinating an outfit.

"Rook, | didn't know you were so...so domestic,"” Scott said fromacross the room

Rook saw the bernused | ook on his face but ignored it. "It |ooks great on you," she told
Annie, throwing the |ieutenant a | ook out of the corner of her eye.

"Thanks! | feel like a beauty queen!" Annie tried a pirouette, giggling all the while, and
al rost | ost her bal ance.

Cross-1legged on the floor, Rand stifled a laugh. "One thing's for sure-you're no
bal l eri nal™

Anni e | ooked at himand shook her head as though to clear it. "And now the nonent you've
all been waiting for," she said |ike an entee. "Approaching the judges' runway is our next
contestant for the title of Mss Birthday Grl!"

Lunk and the others caught on to the act and appl auded.

Anni e switched to a squeaky parody of her own voice. "Thank you," she said into the
wi neglass. "My nane's Annie. |I'mfour-foot-seven with blue eyes, and |I'moften conplinmented on ny
personality." As she sauntered by Rand, she flashed sone thigh and slipped hima wi nk. "And ny
|l egs aren't bad, either, big boy."
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"I"1l say," Rand enthused, knocking back anot her goblet of wine.

Anni e cozied up to Lunk next. "Ch, | can't tell you how happy | amto be here! It's just
too thrilling for words!" She gave hima |light peck on the cheek and noved away fromthe table,
snatching up his glass of w ne.

"Hey, wait a second, that's not fair!" Rand protested while everyone el se | aughed. "If a

contestant ki sses one of the judges, she's gotta kiss all of them"
Anni e had backed away tipsily to clink glasses with Lancer
"Gee, do | have to?"
"Yep. Themis the rules.”

"Well, pucker up then," she said on her way over to Rand. But as he stood up and offered
his |lips, she stuck one of the w neglasses in his nouth. Annie dismssed the | aughter and sidl ed
up to Scott, who was | eaning against the wall. "Now, don't anybody nove, because ny very favorite

part is com ng up next-the swinsuit conpetition!" As Scott's eyebrows went up, she reached up and
shut his eyes with her fingertips. "But you don't get to watch, you dirty old man!"

"That's telling him Annie!" Rook encouraged her

Rand said, "Well, she's got nmy vote."

“Yeah," from Lunk, getting to his feet.

Rook seconded the vote, and everyone el se said, "Agreed!"

“I't's unani mous, Annie," Rook announced. "You are the new Mss Birthday Grl!"'

Anni e ski pped over to the curtained wi ndow while they toasted her easy victory. "Jeepers,
I don't know what to say!" Then suddenly it was her natural voice once again, full of enotion and
sincerity:

"Except that this is the happiest night of ny life."

But far above the spirited cel ebration, some uninvited guests were converging on the
deserted village: an Invid patrol fromthe nearby hive, now under the | eadership of Corg hinself.
He had narrow y escaped being blown to bits by the explosions that had destroyed the underground
city, and the Regis had granted hima new command ship of the sane design as the original

"Are we approaching the site of the disturbance?" Corg inquired into his cockpit
conmuni cat or .

The source of active Protoculture readings recently received by the hive nonitors had been
traced to the village, and the Regis was certain that the Robotech rebels had nade their way here.
She was just as certain there would be no escape for them stow

"Estimated arrival tine: five point two minutes," she told Corg through the conmand net
that linked her with her troops.

Corg gl anced out over the | andscape fromthe cockpit of his ship and thought: The thril
of approaching victory makes ne feel alnost...Hunman!

The wonen were cl eani ng up-by choice, not design. Nornmally they woul dn't have even
bothered to tidy up, but there was something about the house and the town itself that brought out
sentiments nost of themthought they had |left behind. Marlene was a little puzzlied by it all, but
she volunteered to hel p Rook clear the table and clean the gl asses and plates. The |uxury of
runni ng water was nore than enough for Rook, and she really had her mnd on the hot bath she
pl anned to take once the supplies were repacked.

"I've never seen Annie so excited," she was telling Marlene now. "This is one birthday
she' |l never forget." Annie was peacefully asleep in a chair nearby. "I never thought 1'd live to
see her wearing a dress like a regular little girl."

Scott was outside the wi ndow, eavesdropping, his handgun raised. Lancer found himthere
and wondered what it was all about.

"“You're concerned about Marlene, aren't you?"

"Well, what about you, Lancer? Don't you get the feeling there's sonething nysterious
about her? And | don't just mean the ammesia. It goes beyond that...like she's never had a past to
renenber. Like..."

"Li ke what, Scott? Go on, say it."

But Scott sinply tightened his nmouth and shook his head.

Lancer sighed know ngly but wasn't about to open up his own thoughts if Scott couldn't
bring hinself to do the sane. "I don't think that she's going to nurder us all in our sleep
Scott. But | agree that she's an unusual wonan. Maybe we just have to give her sonme tinme to cone
out of it."

Scott gave hima dubious | ook and was about to press the point, but just then Rand broke
into the conversation
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"Hey, guys, do you really think the Invid m ght show up tonight?"

There was sonet hi ng about Rand's tone that suggested nore than his usual concern, al nost
as if he had other plans. But Lancer chose to reply to his remark, not to the unsaid things.
"There's no sign of themyet," Lancer told him "And believe nme, that's just the way | want it. |
think I've had nore than enough entertainment for one day."

Rand tittered, delighted. "Wl l, naybe you've had enough. But as far as |'m concerned the
party's just beginning."

Lancer beetled his brows. "Rand, what exactly do you have in nind?"

When Rook and Marl ene finished the dishes, they woke Annie up and surprised her with a bag
of peppermints they hadn't brought out at the party.

"Pepperm nts!”

Rook patted her on the shoulder. "I knew those bags you took wouldn't |ast."

Anni e was handling the bag |ovingly one nonent, and the next she was crying. "Wen | think
that I'mhaving a real birthday after wanting one so badly...wi th pepperm nts and everything..."
She buried her face against Marl ene.

"We're just glad you enjoyed it," Rook said, smiling. "The only problemis we only get to
do it once a year." She yawned and stretched. "And now, something for the three of us to enjoy
together..."

The bathroomwas in the rear of the house; it was a conpletely tiled roomw th a shower
stall and a sunken tub |arge enough for four. Rand had been there when Rook nade the discovery,
and he knew it was only a matter of time before she would go back to avail herself of the
pl easures of an honest-to-goodness hot bath. So he had already stationed hinself below the rooms
only wi ndow well before the tine Rook, Marlene, and Annie entered. He couldn't believe his |uck
when he realized that all three were about to take the plunge.

He had actually convinced hinself that he had no idea just what the room contained. As far
as he or anyone el se was concerned, he was nerely standing guard out here while the rest of the
guys dillydallied out front, cleaning their weapons and waiting for the Invid to home in on that
device Lancer had rigged in the arnmory. Therefore, it was entirely understandabl e that he poke his
head up to that wi ndow at the first sign of any unusual noises, because who knew what was | urking
around in these supposedly deserted vill ages?

What he hadn't figured on was the damm wi ndow being quite so high; he was forced to stand
on the rather shaky woodpile underneath it in order to peer in. And it was only then that he
realized the wi ndow glass itself was frosted-not opaque but certainly a lot less clear than he
woul d have liked. And the steamfromall that hot water wasn't hel ping any, either

Neverthel ess, he was able to discern a good deal of what was going on. He knew, for
exanpl e, that that was Marl ene stepping out of her pants, and Annie discarding her dress, and Rook
slipping off her junpsuit and bra and panties...It was just the details that were left to his
i magi nati on. And the need to know those details soon had himon tiptoe atop the woodpile, eyes and
cupped hands pressed to the gl ass.

Anni e was already in the sunken tub when the first |ogs began to slip under his feet.

"It sure is warm enough," she was saying. "I feel like a |obster." Naked, Rook and Marl ene
were |aughing playfully but not |oud enough to cover up the sounds from outside the w ndow.
Rand gripped the windowsill, held his breath, and tried to will the logs silent, but they

just kept rolling off the top of the pile and crashi ng agai nst the side of the house. At first he
wasn't sure if the women had heard anything, nor could he be sure they were | ooking his way. But
the bathroomwas awfully quiet all of a sudden..

I"mjust investigating these strange sounds, Rand said to hinself over and over. |'mjust
i nvestigating these strange sounds

"Hey, is there sonebody out there?!'" Annie asked.

Rand heard her and started to back off, but the pile gave way again and sent hi m down on
his butt to the ground. By the tinme he turned around, the w ndow had been thrown open, and in
addition to clouds of steam came a bucketful of ice-cold water that caught himsquarely on the
back and seenmed to lift himright off the ground.

"That oughta cool you down, Rand," he heard Rook sayi ng.

"That's what | get for trying to be helpful?'" he shouted in return, running off toward
the front of the house.

Overhead, the Invid squadron closed in on the village, a constellation of evil noving
across the heavens.
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"Estimated three point seven three mnutes to objective," Corg told his troops. "Focus
scanni ng systems on Protoculture activity. And remenber: These are Robotech rebels. They are not
to be neutralized for the farns; they are to be destroyed.”

Scott and the others had noved indoors by the time Rand entered, towel-drying his hair and
trying to work sone warnth into his scal p. Lunk was spreadi ng out the sleeping bags, and Scott
seened to be spit-polishing the muzzle of one of the assault rifles.

"I"'mstarting to think maybe the Invid aren't as stupid as we thought they were," Lancer
was sayi ng fromthe w ndow

"Don't worry, they won't let us down," Scott told him "Just keep your eyes peeled."

Shivering, Rand draped the towel around his neck. "Wew " he said | oudly enough to capture
everyone's attention. "I've never been able to figure wonen out. They go on and on about how men
don't appreciate them and when we do go out of our way to appreciate them they start scream ng
bl oody nurder like it was all news to them"”

Lancer threw him a di sapproving |look. "There's a big difference between appreciating them
and | eering at them Rand."

"Ah, what do you know about it?" Rand countered angrily.

Scott ignored the two of them and asked Lunk about the so-called Roman candl es he had set
up outside.

"It's just ny part of the surprise for Annie's birthday,’

Lunk expl ai ned.

Meanwhil e, the birthday girl was back in the tub having her hair washed by Rook. She asked
Marl ene if she had ever been in |ove.

"Scott asked ne the same question,” Marlene said, soaping herself up, "and | have to give
you the sanme answer | gave him | know it nust sound strange, but | honestly don't renenber."

"How can you not remenber if you were in |ove?" Annie said in amazenent.

Mar | ene shrugged. "1've forgotten everything. I'ma living, breathing, walking blank-I
can't even remenber what ny purpose in life is."”

"Your purpose inlifeis to find a man,"
that. Rook has found herself a man."

Rook st opped nmassaging Annie's hair and gently tw sted her head around. "If you're talking
about Rand," she said into Annie's face, "let nme enlighten you about a thing or two. First of all
about this business of needing a man-huh?!"

Marl ene was staring at themin stark terror.

"They' ve conme!" she screamed. "The Invid are here!"

Inside the arnory the bio-emulator continued its fal se siren song.

Annie told her with certainty. "Everyone knows

The men were al so aware that the Invid had arrived, and the ships were doing just what the
plan called for: forming a circle around the buil di ng.

"Remind me to congratulate the wi se guy who invented that bio-enulator,"
armng his blaster. "It's working like a charm"”

Scott was the first through the open wi ndow. "Lunk, stay with the wonen. And Rand, grab
t hose detonators on your way out. Tine for this evening' s next surprise."”

Lancer said,

Wil e Scott, Lancer, and Rand were stealing away fromthe house, Corg was issuing orders
to his troops. They had put down in formation fifty yards fromthe circular structure and were
spreadi ng out to take up positions. The voice of the Regis cane across the conmuni cations net.

"You have reached the focus of the disturbance."”

"Depl oy for conplete encirclenent of the Robotech rebels,
must be allowed to slip through our grasp.”

"Scanners indicate the Protoculture enmanations are definitely Robotech in origin..." the
Regi s updated as the conmbat units fanned out.

"W will not fail you this tine, ny queen
sonet hing to add.

"However, the nature of your readings is disturbing. The Protoculture activity is
unusual ly steady in its dispersal pattern. W detect no nodul ati ons or fluctuations of any kind-
alnmost as if the matrix waverings were being synthetically produced.”

"Nonsense! Hunmans are incapable of such deception!" He already had the cannon armof his
ship raised

The cockpit displays in Corg's ship began to flash as new data was recei ved and
transmitted. "Qur bio-detectors register no sign of Human novenent within the structure," the

Corg ordered. "None of them

Corg started to say, but the Regis had
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Regi s continued. "Probability cortex indicates |ikelihood of a trap, increasing by a factor of one
hundred for every five seconds you remain in present situation..."

Corg reached out and shut down the audio signals. "Open fire!" he comanded.

Streans of annihilation discs began to tear into the circular walls of the arnory, and
expl osi ons erupted across the face of the done, filling the cool air with the sound of thunder and
throwi ng pyrotechnic light into the night sky. Corg continued to scream"Fire! Fire!" urging his
troops on to greater heights of destructive catharsis, pouring out all the mi sunderstood feelings
and frustrations that were part of the life the Regis had given him

But outside the circle of pincer-clawed ships, the Humans had sone feelings of their own
to express. And suddenly there were explosions conming fromthe trees that surrounded the building,
expl osions Corg could not understand. He watched as his Troopers were hurled violently agai nst one
anot her and sent snashing into the building's stone walls. Ghers were lifted off the ground by
the force of the blasts. O aws, scanners, and pieces of hardware becane fiery-hot projectiles
bl own fromhis deci mated squadron. The hull of his own ship was holed with shrapnel and pieces of
ai rborne debris, and all at once he felt hinself overturned, felled by a stormof eneny fire.

Shock Troopers were taken out while they attenpted to lift off, erupting like brilliant balls of
flanme, raining pieces of thenselves throughout the field.
"Easy as shooting fish in a barrel," Rand said fromthe perineter

Lunk, too, was yahooing fromthe w ndow of the house. The wonen had joined himin the
front room clad only in bath towels. Annie was so excited, she |eapt clear out of her towel,
breasts bobbing up and down, but Lunk was too preoccupied with the explosions to notice.

"Ka- boom Yeah! | love this stuff!”

"Ww This is the best birthday present of all!"

Meanwhi |l e the few remaining Invid ships, including the command ship, were taking to the
skies in retreat.

"Ckay, we're free to use the Al phas,"” Scott told Lancer and Rand. "Let's nmove it!"

The three nmen ran past the house to the conceal ed fighters, waving back to Lunk and their
towel -cl ad teammates. Lancer stopped to say: "Don't anyone go to bed yet, because we fly-boys have
one nore surprise in storel”

"“Anot her surprise?" Annie asked him adjusting her towel. "Just what are you guys up to
now?"

"Just you wait and see," Lancer said, running off to catch up with Scott.

Lunk had junped out of the wi ndow and was showi ng Annie an enigmatic grin. "lI've got one
of nmy own," he added, rushing away.

The wonen exchanged puzzl ed | ooks and then sone as the sky began to fill with starburst

expl osi ons.

Rook | aughed. "He wasn't kidding: they really are Ronman candl e | aunchers."

Anni e | ooked at her. "You mean you knew all al ong?"

"Only some of it."

Scott was glad to see that the fireworks had only added to the eneny's confusion. The
Invid ships were streaking away, trying desperately to evade the fireworks, fooled into thinking
they were sone sort of lethal mssile.

In fact, Corg was reporting as nuch to the Regis while he led his ragtag troops back
toward the hive

But Scott didn't call for pursuit. Instead, the Al phas forned up on his |ead and went
t hrough the unrehearsed noves they had discussed earlier that day.

“It's wonderful, isn't it, Annie?" Marlene said fromthe w ndow of the house.

"I've never had a birthday like this," the teenager was sayi ng.

"l don't think any of us have had a birthday like this," said Rook

And it's really happening...it's not a dream

The wonen coul d see the skywiting now, and Rook read the words: "Happy...Birthday..."

Up above, Rand said: "I'Il bet Admiral Hunter never had you guys doing this with your
Al pha Fi ghters, huh, Scott?"

Scott smiled, then realized that Rand was of f course sonehow. "Wat are you doi ng down
t here?" he asked.

Rand nade no response and conpleted his part of the skywiting noves. Fromthe w ndow, the
three wormen watched as his Al pha spelled out "M nt" under the birthday greeting.

Rook snorted. "So that's why Rand wanted to wite your nane."

"Ch, well," Annie sighed, turning away fromthe wi ndow for a nmoment. "I guess it's a |lot
better nickname than " Peewee.'"
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CHAPTER NI NE

The planet [Earth] secured, the Regis then had to decide what to do about the surviving Hunman
popul ati on. She knew from past experience that Hunans coul d be a dangerous |ot, even these
Terrans, who seenmed sonehow inferior to the Tirolian species. Eventually it would occur to her to
use a percentage of the survivors as laborers in the Protoculture farms, but that was only after
what can best be described as a trial-and-error period, during which an unlucky assortnent were
subj ected to experinents too gruesone to dwell on. Fortunately, nost of the |aboratory cases died
outright or soon thereafter, though a scant few remai ned to wander their ravaged hormeworld | ess

t han Human.

Bl oom Nesterfig, Social Organization of the Invid

As Rand told it:
"The sol diers had been dead a week, but the town was just getting around to burying them

when we rode in...l have to admit that | had put no stock in the runors we had been hearing on the
road, but sure enough, the town had its own contingent of Robotech soldiers, Mars Division, like
Scott, survivors fromthat sane ill-fated assault on Earth. It was remarkabl e enough to cone
across a populated village so near the Invid control zone, but to find fellow soldiers as well was
al nrost nore than Scott could bear. | still have an inmage of himparked in the mddle of that

town's dust bow of a main street, straddling the Cyc with a big grin on his face and broadcasti ng
our arrival to one and all over the nmecha's externals. Wen only a handful of fol ks wandered out
to greet us, | renmenber thinking: Here we go again; just another ghost town run by a bunch of
rubes and rogues. But then we |earned that everyone that counted was at the graveyard."

"That's where Scott ran into the robbies. Not straight away, though; there was a funera
service in progress, so we all just hung around on the outskirts of the action until the crowds
t hi nned. There were church bells ringing in the distance. After that, Scott went in to introduce
hinself to the one soldier who seened to be in charge-a tall officer, wearing shades and a high-
collared gray uniformlike Scott's. | never did catch the dude's nane; cone to think of it, |
don't think the two of us exchanged nore than a brief handshake the whole tine we were in town."

"It turned out that they had been there for some nonths; they had put down as a unit
somewhere south of Reflex Point and worked their way into the Northlands, hoping to cone across
other Mars Division survivors. They saw a |lot of action early on, but now they were just hanging
on, waiting for the big one to go down. They had all heard of Scott and were excited to | earn that
the Expeditionary Force was indeed on its way. They had a good deal of intelligence dope on Reflex
Poi nt, but there was something they needed to talk about before getting down to basics."

"There were three fresh graves in the cenetery, marked by sinple wooden crosses, one of
whi ch was crowned with a “thinking cap,' its faceguard shattered. | naturally assuned that the
Invid had paid the town a visit and left their usual calling cards, but that wasn't the case. It
seens that the three had been gunned down by some | one bi ker who went by the name of Dusty Ayres.
These | atest nurders brought the total to el even.”

"Scott was flipped out to learn that someone other than the Invid were killing soldiers;
he asked the officer about Ayres.”

"*We don't know nuch about him' the man replied. "Except that he seens to have it in for
soldiers.' The officer threw his nmen a dirty |ook. ~Sone people claimhe can't be killed.""

"I didn't like hearing this, but for Scott it explained howthree soldiers could be
brought down by one loner. | didn't bother to point out that a man needn't be invul nerable to get
the better of a group, because it was obvious that Scott was already thinking Invid. No Human
could do such a thing. As if he had to be rem nded about the synpathizers we had net along the
way. Wl ff, to name just one..."

"“Sounds like a real nystery man,' Lancer offered. ~And nobody knows why he's here, huh?'"

"Scott said nore firmy, ~You nust know nore about this guy.'"

"I was glad to see that | wasn't the only suspicious one anong us. But the officer wasn't
swayed to say any nore about Ayres. | wish | had nore.' The man shrugged. "~ Everything's just
runors right now '"

"“Dusty Ayres, you say,' Scott repeated.”

"“That's the only nanme |'ve ever heard himcall ed.

"“Lancer brought up the synpathizer idea."

"Lunk punched his open hand. "I just wish he'd try to start something with us. |'d break
his face.""

"Terrific, | thought. | |ooked at the three graves and wondered how our hel nmets woul d | ook
on those crosses.”
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""He's got to be hunted down,' the officer told Scott. "WII you join us, Lieutenant?""

"Scott was wary. ‘I'mnot going to involve any of ny people until | know nore about this
matter."'"
"*Sure thing, Lieutenant. You take your tine. Wile the rest of us die...""
"I sucked in ny breath; you just didn't go around saying things like this to Scott unless
you were already holding an HO0 to his head. Fortunately, Lancer stepped in to intervene. Only
thing was, he actually took it upon hinmself to volunteer our services. Lunk, the big |ug, seconded
it, and | guess that was enough for Scott."

"“You won't regret it, Lieutenant,' the officer thanked us."

"I, of course, already regretted it; but everyone el se was tal king tough and anxi ous to
get started.”

"W | eft Annie and Marl ene behind-much to our birthday girl's dismay. After all, she had
been “seventeen' for a full week now, and didn't that entitle her to share in the "fun stuff'?
Those were her words: "It sinply isn't fair!""

"Rook got a big charge out of this but didn't bring it up until later, after we had split
up into several groups."

""Fair? Did she really say "fair"?""

"I repeated Annie's exact words into ny helnet m ke and | aughed. W were both in battle
arnmor now and crui sing side by side across the barren stretch where Ayres had | ast been seen
close to where the bodies of the three soldiers had been found. The area had once been called "the
Panhandl e,' for reasons unknown, but it was just plain desert to us, no different fromthe wastes
we had been traveling through since | eaving the nmountains behind. Scott and Lancer were off
somewhere south of us, and Lunk was riding with a few of the other soldiers."

"l confessed to Rook how pissed off | was by the whole deal. | nean, what happened to
Refl ex Point? Suddenly we're a posse for hire, or what?'"

"For once, Rook actually agreed with nme. Strange, because she had been ignoring nme since
the stunt | pulled at the bathroomw ndow. | had been taking a kind of apol ogetic, conciliatory
tone with her ever since and now suggested that we split up to cover nore ground. But she didn't
want to hear it."

"“If it's all the sane to you, |'d feel better about this if we stayed together."'"

"I certainly didn't need to be told twice, and I"'msure | was sniling inside ny hel net
when the Invid ships appeared over the hills."

"“Quess we're just not nmeant to be together!' Rook shouted over the net just before we
separated. "

"There were five ships bearing down on us: four rustbrown pincer-armed conbat units |led by
one of the new blue and white nonsters we had been up against in the underground city. It was
bound to happen-our Cycs were probably putting off the only "Culture vibes for mles around-and |
had said as rmuch before we split up, but nobody wanted to hear it."

"The | eader dropped sonme fire at our tails, but we were flat out now and just out of
range. The big guy stuck with ne after we separated, but Rook had her hands full with the Pincer

craft. | saw her slalomthrough a field of explosions, then | aunch and reconfigure to Battle Arnor
nmode. She put down al nost inmediately and took out one of her pursuers with a single Scorpion
|l oosed in the nick of tinme. | wanted to applaud her, but I was too busy dodging blasts fromthat

| eader ship. There was a low nesa directly in ny path, and | used it to ny advantage by snaking
around its base and going over to Battle Arnor before the Invid ship conpleted its own turn. |
hovered near the eroded wall of the butte, trading shots with the ship, but |I couldn't zero in on
any vul nerabl e spots. The Invid was up on its arnored |egs, towering over ne, |oosing anni discs
fromtwo small weapons ports tucked under its chin-guns | didn't know existed until just then. But
after a minute of this | took off to find Rook. As the two of us | anded side by side, she said,
"We've gotta stop neeting like this."'"

"I would have | aughed if another blast fromthe | eader hadn't forced us into a rapid

| aunch. And when we put down again, there was panic in Rook's voice. "It's bad, Rand! There's just
too many of them'"

"“It's always bad!' | shouted back. “Just range in on the big one and give it your best
shot!""

"The four remai ning ships had regrouped and were closing in on us. W both raised our
forearm |l aunch tubes, and it was then that Rook spied sonething atop one of the nearby hills. |
turned in time to catch a nmetallic glint.'

"“What is that?' Rook asked."

"I told her | had no idea. "But if it's not friendly, we're in real trouble.'"
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"The Invid had al so caught sight of the thing, and it was apparent an instant |ater that
they found it to be a nore appealing target. The ships zooned past us w thout a shot, naking
straight for the hilltop. | thought it mght be Scott or maybe Lunk in the APC, but | had to guess
agai n, because instead of attacking, the ships sinply noved off, as though recalled unexpectedly."

"1 guess it's friendly,' Rook was saying, stepping out for a better view of the thing.

But that didn't nake sense, | told her, following her lead. If it was friendly to us, it would
have been fired upon. My guess was that it was an Invid comrand shi p- perhaps that orange and green
one we had been seeing lately."

"But as the thing canme into view, we saw that it was sone kind of side-carred cycle,
piloted by a nan wearing a poncho and Western-style hat. W were tradi ng | ooks wi th hi mwhen he
suddenly fell off the bike, obviously shot!"

"The rogue was hurt, but well enough to ride. Rook insisted on seeing what she could do
for the wound in his arm and he led us to a patch of forest that bordered the river we had
crossed on our way into town. He was tall and good-looking in a derelict sort of way. Hi s hair was
parted in the center and fell below his shoul ders, and he was in need of a shave and a good
scrubbi ng, but none of that seened to bother Rook. She was playing nurse to his silent cowboy and

enjoying herself. | pretended to interest nyself in the guy's necha, which was unusual -it had tw n
scranbl er-type exhaust stacks and a multimssile launch rack (the thing | had taken for a sidecar)-
but I didn't mss a word of their conversation. | had al ready convinced nyself that the guy was an

Invid plant. He claimed to be as surprised as we were that the Invid had flown off wi thout frying
all of us, but I wasn't buying any of it."

"Rook and | had taken off our battle arnor. The stranger was sitting down with his back
against a tree, the poncho draped over one shoul der, letting Rook probe around inside his wound
with a pair of tweezers fromone of the Cyc's first-aid kits. What she fished fromhis arm turned
out to be an ol d-fashioned bullet! But even this didn't seemto faze Rook."

"*This should help sone,' she said, dropping the small projectile on the ground and
treating the wound with antiseptic solution."

"The man thanked her in the same flat, clipped tone | was already beginning to dislike. A
breeze rustled through the woods just then, and | gazed up and saw sonething that reinforced ny
suspi ci ons about the guy. The wi nd reveal ed what the poncho had intended to hide: that his arm and
a good portion of his chest were covered with sone sort of gleamng alloy. Rook nust have seen it,
too, because | heard her gasp while asking the rogue's nane."

"“Excuse nme, nmister. | didn't nmean to enbarrass you,' she hastened to add. "~Wat happened
to you?'"

"“Well, I"'mglad you didn't run away when you saw it,' the stranger drawl ed. "That's how
nmost react...Let's just say it's a little present fromour friends the Invid. You could say I'm
just lucky that they left ne alive at all.""

"Rook nade a face. | guess it could' ve been worse... ' She asked the man to renove his
poncho and dabbed at the wound with gauze before beginning to dress it. At |east you got away
fromthem' Rook winked at himflirtatiously. "Now, |'mno doctor, so you better not let this rest

until you see one.

"The rogue al nost smiled-or rmaybe that tight-lipped grin was his idea of a snmle. But in
any case, he said: "What'd you say your nanme was, m ssy-Rook? Well, Rook, | just can't thank you
enough for hel ping a stranger out."'"

"Rook had a bl ushing response all ready for him | saw her gesture to the bullet. " But
this isn't fromany Invid,' she started to say. "They don't have anything this prinmtive in their
arsenal .""

"The stranger was about to reply, but | stepped in with nmy Gallant drawn and ained at his
m dsection. “You're right, Rook. And those Invid ships didn't just forget about us, either. This
rogue's a spy.'"

"“What are you doing?!' Rook shouted at ne. “Put that thing away!"'"

"Not till I find out what it is about his guy that nmakes the Invid run away, or how he
ended up with a bullet in his arm""

"The rogue just stared, like he was sorry for me or sonmething. “If you have to know, the
bull et came fromny own gun. It discharged by accident. Check near the seat of the cycle if you
don't believe nme, kid. You'll find an antique six-gun under-'"

““You're an Invid agent,' | snarled, ignoring the bit about the gun because it sounded too

much like the truth."
"*1f that was true, you'd be dead, kid."'"
"This al so sounded right, but | ignored it and notioned with the blaster for himto get
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up. Rook was already on her feet, cursing nme."
"“He's not our eneny, Rand. Besides-he's hurt!'"
"I told her to stand out of the way and ordered the guy to his feet. He got up slowy,

al nost tiredly, and said we had hel ped himand he was grateful. |1 don't want anybody to get
hurt.'"

"I had the weapon straight out in front of ne, and | guess | really didn't expect himto
go for his gun. | even fired a warning shot into the tree behind himas his hand inched toward the
hol ster, but he went for it anyway, confident that | wasn't about to kill himin cold bl ood, and

caught ne in the right hand with a stun blast, knocking the Gallant fromny two-handed grip."
"That nade twice when | should have fired first and asked questions later-first with Wl ff
and nowwith M. Cdint Mdint. But so help ne, if I'mever drawing a bead on soneone again...'
"Anyhow, Rook ran over to ne to take a | ook at my hand, dismissing it roughly when she saw
that | was only mildly burned."
"1 hope you're satisfied!' she seethed. "You could have been killed!""
"The stranger threw ne a look. "Like | said, kid, if | was one of them you woul da never
| eft the sands alive.""
"I | ooked over at Rook, trying to sort through nmy feelings, and decided that it was al
her fault for being so...friendly."
"Back then | was still struggling with jeal ousy."

"I let Rook and the stranger have a few nonments of privacy by the river while | nursed ny
hand and wounded pride. But | didn't let it go on for long. The sun was goi ng down, and | was
certain that Scott and the others would be worrying about us. | had all but forgotten about Dusty
Ayres and the search that had brought us out here to begin with."

"Rook and her new hero were too far off for me to, hear, but | could tell by her posturing
that things were getting a little too chumy, so | finally banged the Cyc into gear and rode in to

break it up."

"“Sorry to interrupt, but it's tinme we headed back to town,' | told her. "Thank your
friend for his hospitality and let's get noving.'"

"The stranger regarded nme, then turned back to Rook. | have to | eave anyway.'"

"“Sorry to hear it,' | said."

"He ignored the corment. | tried to hurry Rook along and roared off, wanting no part of

what ever good-byes the two planned to exchange."

"Rook caught up with ne a few ninutes later, and we rode a | ong way before either of us
spoke. She repeated that | had been wong about the man fromthe start-the man with no nane. As he
told it, he had been used as a guinea pig in sone gruesone experinments the Invid had carried out
shortly after they had defeated the Earth forces; apparently, the whole right side of his body had
been vivisected and replaced with prostheses and alloy plating. Wrse than that, his friends had
stood by and nade no attenpt to rescue him He was an unusually sensitive nman, Rook insisted, and
| had acted like a conplete noron."

“I don't know why | didn't put two and two together then and figure out who the stranger
was; | guess | was just too wapped up in Rook's attachment to himto see the obvious. "1 have
some unfini shed business to take care of,' he had told her in response to her invitation to join
us."

"Well, by the time we got back to town, | was convinced that | had been wong and full of
forgive and forget toward Rook. The open invitation didn't exactly thrill nme, but | sonehow
managed to swal l ow ny protests and keep still about it."

""'Rand, level with ne,' Rook said when we were getting off the Cycs. "Ws | wong to
befriend that stranger?' "

"No," | told her. “You've gotta follow your feelings sonetines, no natter what.'
Naturally | thought she was trying to get to the heart of the possessive feelings | had displayed.
It was only later that | realized what was really on her mnd: she had known all along just who it
was she was hel ping and befriendi ng. The question had nothing to do with us; it had to do with
loyalties of an entirely different sort..."

"W had tracked down Scott and the gang to a sal oon/restaurant straight out of an old
Western nmovie. But if the place took me by surprise, the sight of Yellow Dancer nearly floored ne.
I suppose | had started to think of her as gone-a nissing person-someone who had travel ed the road
with us for a short while and vani shed, a casualty of this bizarre war. So to see Lancer now, in
his turquoise tunic and hel net/bonnet, his pink belt and skin-tight pants, filled ne with
contrasting feelings. Scott and Lunk were at the bar knocking back a few while Yell ow sang a very
subdued " Lonely Sol di er Boy.'"
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"A couple of the town's soldiers cane in just then, announcing that they had finally dug
up a photo of this Dusty Ayres character, and they wanted to pass it around to us. Rook and
stood at the bar with the rest of themas the photo circulated. It was of course the face of our
mysterious stranger. The cigarette in his nouth made him | ook even nore sinister than he had
appeared in the flesh."

"I was waiting for Rook to say sonething or at |east throw ne a | ook, but she didn't do
either. | turned to her, ny face all tw sted up, and said:

"“You see?-1 was right all along!""

CHAPTER TEN

If the Ayres incident proved one thing, it was that Hunans and Protoculture were basically
immscible. Invid and Protocul ture? That was sonet hing el se, as we shall see.

M ngtao, Protoculture: Journey Beyond Mecha

Rook edged away fromthe bar and left the saloon. The sight of Dusty's photo in the hands of al
those sol diers who were eager to see himkilled, all those soldiers who had allegedly |ost friends
at his hands, had brought into question her earlier efforts on his behalf. Her flirtations. She
sat in the dark on the saloon steps, while inside the soldiers drank and swore vengeance, and
wonder ed why she al ways seened to fall for the bad boys, the loners and rogues. It went back to
Cavern City, she supposed, to Rony and the Angels and the days when she had been somet hing of an
outl aw hersel f. She couldn't deny, however, that she had seen sonething noble in Dusty's
character. She thought back to that brief glinpse she had had of his chest plates and prosthetic
arm "My friends did nothing to stop them" she recalled himtelling her. "They nade no attenpt to
rescue ne, or at least put ne out of nmy misery... " Not that that justified his going on a mnurder
spree.

Rook heard Rand's voice and gl anced over her shoulder in the direction of the saloon. He
was telling the nen that he knew where Dusty could be found. But he nade no nention of the tinme he
and Rook had spent with him He was being his usual protective self, and yet Rook found that she
was angry instead of grateful; she didn't want to thank himas nmuch as throttle him Because Rand,
underneath all the arrogance and sarcasm was actually a pretty sensitive man-in a hick sort of
way.

Rook shut her eyes and pressed her hands to her forehead, as though in an attitude of
prayer. | knew he was the one they were searching for, but it just doesn't seem possible that he
could be so col d-bl ooded. And nmaybe Rand is right-maybe he is an Invid agent. Wen she | ooked up,
she found Marl ene standing in front of her

“"Are you all right?" Marlene asked her. "I saw how upset you got in the saloon."

“I"'mtouched," Rook said nastily as Marl ene sat down beside her

Mar | ene nade a puzzl ed expression. "I guess | nust deserve that for some reason...You see,
I don't nean to pry, but you just |ooked |like you could use a friend."

Rook sighed and took Marlene's hand. "I'msorry, Marlene. In fact | was just thinking

about friendship."

"Do you want to tal k about it?"

Rook nade Marl ene prom se that what she was about to say would remain between them then
she told her about the brief skirmsh with the Invid ships and the wounded rider she had hel ped.
"It was Dusty Ayres," Rook confessed. "I think |I knew right fromthe beginning, but |I just didn't
want to believe it. And after he told ne what he had been through, | started to feel sorry for
him | probably wouldn't have said anything if that photo hadn't turned up. Now |I'm going to have
to lie about it."

"But Rand won't say anything. He doesn't know what you were feeling."

Rook showed a thin snmile. "Ch, he knows, Marlene, he knows..."

A light rain had begun, but a nonment passed before Rook took any notice of it. She could
hear the soldiers in the saloon discussing their plans to hunt Dusty down. Suddenly, she shot to
her feet, startling Marlene. "I won't be able to rest until | see himagain. Maybe | can convince
himto surrender before he gets hinself killed!"

Rook raced off, |eaving Marlene alone in the rain.

An hour later, Scott was |eading a Robotech posse across the sands. Rand was overhead in
one of the Al phas (the Beta was close to depleted), directing the five Cyclone riders to where he
and Rook had | ast seen the outlaw Ayres. The APC was trying to keep up with the group; Lunk had
two of the town's soldiers with him No one knew where Rook had gone; Rand had an idea, but he
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wasn't sayi ng.

A heavy rain was falling, and the barren land had all the charm of a | andscape in hell
But Scott was inured to the idiosyncrasies of the Earth's weather. Besides, he was obsessed with
Ayres's capture, even though he had wanted no part of it initially. Perhaps it was because he was
convinced that there was nore to the story than anyone was telling him A supposedly invul nerable
outl aw who was systematically killing off Robotech soldiers...And yet the man wasn't thought to be
an Invid agent, and no one had the slightest idea what was notivating himto nurder. It just
didn't add up. Scott was even beginning to suspect Rand of hol di ng sonething back. It was obvi ous
fromthe things he had said back in the saloon that he and Rook had had nore than a passing
encounter with Ayres. But why would Rand lie about it? Scott wondered. Wth Refl ex Point al nost
cl ose enough to touch (and with the new information the town's soldiers had supplied hin), it was
i mperative that the nmystery be solved so everyone could get back on track

As if to reinforce Scott's concerns, a squadron of sone fifteen Invid ships appeared
suddenly out of the clouds.

"Invid at twelve o' clock!" Lancer reported over the net. "A bunch of 'em too!"

Scott nade a notion for the Cycloners to fan out. "Here we go, Rand," he sent up to the
Al pha. "Standard battle plan!"

In the Veritech cockpit, Rand had to | augh. Standard battle plan. That was their little
j oke, meaning: Do your best and we'll all try to keep fromkilling one another in the process.

Rand wi shed them luck and threw his fighter into the thick of things. The squadron was
conmposed of Pincer units and one blue | eader that he could see; he managed to destroy one of the
shi ps straight away but spent the next few m nutes juking and dodging discs and |laser fire from
the rest. The blue especially was riding his tail with a vengeance.

"Too many of theml" he shouted over the net, upside down now and enmeshed by angry red
bolts and streanms of annihilation discs. "Were the hell is Rook when we need her?"

El sewhere on the sands, Rook was confronting the outlaw. Ayres had alnost fired on the red
Veritech when it appeared but had stayed his hand at the |ast mnute when he recogni zed Rook
i nside the cockpit. She was standing by the fighter's kow owed nose now, mindless of the rain.
Dusty was dressed in the sane poncho and hat he had worn earlier; his all-terrain war machi ne was
idling softly behind him "You took a chance com ng out here, Rook," he was telling her.

"I know that. But it was a chance | had to take, Dusty."

He grinned at her knowi ngly. "So you know ny name, huh? And you just had to find out nore
about the nysterious killer. Is that it?"

"l suppose so," she started to say, wondering if she could bring herself to adnit nore.

"Well, there's nothing nore to find out," he answered before she could go on. "So get back
in your fighter and forget about trying to involve yourself in this."

"But I'malready involved,” Rook shouted. "I knew who you were this afternoon. | didn't
need to learn that in town. And all |I'masking you for is an explanation."

Dusty started back to his cycle. "I've got things to do, Rook. |I don't have tine for
this."”

Rook pushed wet hair back fromher face. "I guess | was naive to think I could keep you
fromkilling again, so you |l eave me no choice..." She drew her blaster and leveled it at him "I'm
a soldier, Dusty, just like the rest of them | have friends to protect.”

She coul d see that she had surprised him but he nade no nove for his weapon. "I don't
want to hurt you, Rook-"

“"Don't nove or I'Il fire," she warned him

"You're maki ng a mistake," he said after a noment. "Just put the blaster away and listen
to ne. Don't nmake me do sonething |I'mgoing to regret.”

Rook's nostrils flared, but she couldn't keep Dusty's words fromundernining her will. She
recal | ed how he had shot Rand, and she recalled the stories of his invulnerability...At last she
| owered her weapon, and Dusty thanked her

"“You renenber what | told you at the river, Rook? About the Invid s experinents with ne?"
He tossed the poncho over one shoul der and opened his shirt to give her a good |ook at the alloy
pl ates that covered half his chest. "My friends let this happen to me, Rook. They stood by and |et
those nonsters use nme like a | aboratory animal. They replaced ny entire right side piece by piece
wi th Protocul ture-generated organs and these nmetallic prostheses.” Ayres glared at her. "Do you
really blanme ne for hunting them down?"

Rook lifted her head to answer him "It nust have been unbearable," she began on a
synpathetic note. "But think about it, Dusty: you were a soldier once. Maybe your friends couldn't
get to you. Maybe they tried and failed. And | ook what you're doing now you're killing the only

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Ja...Robotech%2012%20-%20Symphony%200f%20Light.txt (43 of 83) [1/19/03 5:05:58 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2012%20-%20Symphony%200f%20L ight.txt

peopl e who can avenge you. Your enem es are the Invid. How can you be sure they didn't inplant
sonet hing in your brain when they were carrying out those experinments-sonething that woul d conpe
you to attack your own friends."

Rook waited for himto respond. The latter possibility nade a | ot nore sense to her than
the former, because if Dusty's friends really had nade an attenpt to rescue him why were they now
acting like the whole deal was one big nystery to then? It was a noot point, though: Dusty was
shaki ng his head, rejecting what she had said.

He raised his prosthesis into the cycle's headl anp and indicated el even crosshatched marks
engraved into the forearmalloy. "Each mark is a nane |'d just as soon forget," he told her. "But

I won't forget until I've killed every one of them"

More than the marks, Rook could see the nmadness in Dusty's eyes. "l understand," she said
softly.

He uttered a short naniacal |augh. "I was hoping you woul d, Rook." He goosed the cycle's
throttle and pulled the hat down on his forehead. "I've got no gripe with your friends, but don't
try to stop ne-any of you. '

Rook allowed himto ride off. We'll neet again, she told herself. And I'Il do what | have
to do...

Rand took out another Pincer unit with heat-seekers fromthe undercarriage |aunch rakes
and reconfigured to Battloid node, bringing the rifle/cannon out in the nmecha' s netal shod ri ght
fist.

"It looks like we've gotten ourselves into a hole this tinme," Lunk said fromthe ground,
where the soldiers were pouring fire into the sky.

Enmpl oying the foot thrusters to stabilize the ship, he raised the weapon to high port
position and bracketed yet another Invid in his sights. He triggered off a burst, catching the
ship mdsection. "Just keep firing," Rand told Lunk, while the eneny fell |ike a neteor

Scott screeched his mecha to a halt and stood up, straddling the seat to bring his assault
rifle into play. In the distance at ground level, he saw a bright |ight nmoving toward him
"Somet hing's comng!" he alerted the others.

"Let's hope it's on our side," said Lancer

Lunk | owered his weapon to have a look at it. "It's sure noving fast!"

Suddenly the Invid ships ceased their attack and began form ng up on the blue | eader, as
though to observe the arrival of the newconer. Then Rand's voice cut through the net: "That's
Dusty Ayres's nachi ne!"

Wth a dozen Invid ships still overhead, Rand expected Scott would have had sense enough
to pull back and regroup, but instead, he heard Scott say, "Let's get himl" and | aunch hinself in
pursuit of the outlaw. Two of the other Robotech soldiers followed his I|ead.

Dusty Ayres saw the Cycl ones speeding toward himand flashed a satisfied grin. Wll, well,
Steve and Kent driving out with their greetings, he thought. How considerate of them The
| auncher's panel slid to, and Ayres let his thunb hover over the trigger button. "Now die!" he
screaned, and fired.

M ssiles streaked fromthe rack and found their targets; the two riders were blown to
bits. Scott squinted as flanes geysered up out of the sands, instantly superheating the air and

filling it up with the stench of death. "Qutflank him" Scott conmanded Lancer and the fifth
Cycloner. "We'll try a cross firel"

The three Cycl ones and the APC converged on the lone rider, announcing thenselves with a
hori zontal stormof lethal rounds. But Ayres appeared to be weathering it all; his clothes were

torn to shreds and aflane, but the nman hinmsel f was unscat hed.

"They were right, Scott! The guy's indestructible!"” Lancer exclained.

Ayres answered the challenge with shots of deadly accuracy, first taking out the Cycl oner
then picking off the soldiers in the APC one by one before | oosing mssiles against the vehicle
itself. Lunk was thrown a good twenty feet fromthe fiery weck; when he | ooked up, he saw Scott
hovering over Ayres in Battle Arnor node, dunping everything the necha had agai nst him Lancer
pull ed up a nmonment later, and Scott put down beside the two of them

"Ni ce shooting," said Lancer as the three of themregarded the ruin that was Dusty's
cycle.

But it wasn't over yet: Ayres-at |east sonething that resenbl ed Ayres-was stepping from
the fl ames.

"l nust be seeing things!" Lunk cried.

Scott's eyes went wi de beneath the hel net faceshield. "I wish I could say you needed
gl asses, but I'mseeing it, too!"
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In the nmeantinme, everyone had forgotten about Rand-all except the Invid Enforcer, that is.
The rest of the ships were still in formation overhead, but the comander had pursued Rand to the
ground. Still in Battloid node, he was trying to go one on one with the thing, but his
reconfigured fighter was an infant to the eneny's giant.

Fortunately, Rook canme roaring to his aid not a nonent too soon, sonehow nmanagi ng to pil ot
her red VT right through the Pincer conbat units without a fight. Together, the two Veritechs
turned on the Enforcer and brought it down with enough expl osive heat to turn the rain to clouds
of steam When the Pincer Ship pilots saw this, they broke formation and fell on the Humans; but
by now Rand and Rook were back to back, with the VIs' weapons systens synchroni zed. On Rand's
command they | aunched all their remaining cluster rockets, and in the fireworks display that
foll owed, every Invid ship was destroyed.

At the sane tine, Lancer was seeing fireworks of his own. The first to attack Ayres, he
was the first down, toppled by a blow fromthe outlaw s bionic arm Lunk was al ready out-he had
fainted from shock-but Scott stepped forward now, raising his weapon and cautioning Ayres not to
nmove. Confident inside the reconfigured nmecha, Scott reasoned that Lancer's battle arnor hadn't
been enough to withstand the Human nonster's strength, but surely Ayres couldn't bring a Cycloner
down. . .

Scott tried to reason through it again a nonent |ater, when he found hinself flat on his
back with Ayres standing over himaimng a blaster at his heart. He couldn't even recall the punch
Ayres had thrown.

"Stay there," said Ayres. "Don't get up."

Who is to say what he nmight have done had the two Veritechs not put down on either side of
himjust then? Rook and Rand had the fighters in Guardi an node now, Rand |leveled the rifle/cannon
on Ayres while Rook | eaped fromher cockpit to face off with the gl eani ng hal f-Human outl aw

“"You told ne it was just revenge, Dusty. That you weren't after the rest of us, renenmber?"

"They tried to kill me," Ayres threw back, training his hand weapon on her. The

inmplication was clear: if Rand fired, Rook was going to die as well. No one was even certain at
this point that the VT could really take Ayres out.
"Well, what did you expect themto do?" Rook screaned. "You're a nurderer." She took two

steps toward the muzzle of the weapon. "So you might as well start with ne, because these people
mean nmore to me than life itself. And if | thought that ny hel ping you had contributed to their
deaths, | couldn't live with nyself." She gestured to her breast. "Go ahead, Dusty: right here,
right here..."

Scott, Lancer, and Lunk were urging Rook to get back, but she stood her ground.

Ayres gl owered at her and extended his weapon, but a nonent later, nuch to Rand's
amazenent and everyone else's relief, he lowered it.

“I couldn't do that," he said, unable to neet her eyes. "I just couldn't...Maybe if |'d
had friends |like you, none of this would have happened. | told you: |I've got no argument with any
of you people.”

In the mdst of all this, the Invid Enforcer had struggled to its feet and was now taki ng
halting steps toward the Hunans. Scott and the rest of the team swung their guns off Dusty to
train themon the approaching ship. But Ayres told themnot to worry about it. "I can tell by the
way it's noving that it's no threat to us anynore."

Scott, who figured he knew the Invid just about as well as anyone, disagreed and told his
team as much. So it seened that only Dusty was surprised when the ship's cannons flared to life.
He pushed Rook aside, raised his handgun, and fired, bull's-eyeing the ship' s scanner

Rook hid her face fromthe ensuing blinding flash and foll ow up expl osion. She thought she
heard a bl oodcurdling scream pierce through it all, one of agony and rel ease, and when she | ooked
up Ayres was gone, disintegrated along with a great portion of the Invid ship itself.

The team spent the rest of the night picking up the pieces. Rook filled everyone in,
grateful for Rand's efforts to support her but in the end overriding his objections. No one bl aned
her, really; they had all seen so rmuch in the way of revenge, betrayal, and deceit this past year
that Ayres's story was nothing new.

"I told himhis real enenmies were the Invid," Rook expl ai ned.
in his head; they had nore control over himthan he realized."

"More than he wanted to admt, that's for sure,” said Lancer. "Those ships pulled back to
see what we'd do up against their toy. He was probably an early experinent to see if they could
use us agai nst one another."

"And it's obvious they can," Scott added. He exchanged a brief | ook with Lancer. They were
bot h t hi nki ng about the blond pilot they had seen in the tropics and then again in the snow

m sure they put sonething
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covered Sierra pass.

And they were thinking about Marl ene.

"Well, at least he had a friend in his last nmonents,"” Lunk said to Rook

She gave hima wan smile. "He died for us..."

"Stop it, Rook," Scott said harshly before she could continue. "Don't make himout to be
sone kind of hero."

Rand saw the hurt | ook surface on his friend' s face and noved quickly to Rook's side to
take her hand. "Scott's right," he said softly. "Dusty wasn't a hero, Rook." "Then what was he,
Rand?" she wanted to know. Rand's |ips conpressed to a thin line. "He was a victim"

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Ch, what a place this was! A city? The city. These nine foot techno-horse-headed gestapos with
their black arnor and fancy bl asters...They woul dn'a drawn second | ooks in this town.

Remark reported by Rand in his Notes on the Run

Anot her week went by and there was still no sign of advance units fromthe Expeditionary Force.
Nevert hel ess, Scott and his teamput the tinme to good use reconning the southern and eastern
perimeters of the central hive conplex. Thanks to infornmation supplied to himby the Robotech

of ficer (whose remains were now housed in the sanme graveyard Dusty Ayres helped to fill), Scott
was beginning to forman overview of Reflex Point; it was not, as initially believed, a single

hi ve but rather a group of hives, at the hub of which was the Regis's stronghold. The conpl ex
covered a vast territory that stretched fromthe Chio River Valley to the Geat Lakes and from
what had once been Pennsyl vania west to Illinois. The week's recon had established that the
perineter was nost penetrable fromthe northeast; this constituted sonething of a |ucky break for
the team as it placed Mannatan (fornerly New York City) close enough to their route to justify a
short detour. Burdette, the |late Robotech officer, had furnished Scott with the location of a
relatively unpoliced Invid storage facility within the island city, where there was nore than
enough cani ster Protoculture to restock the teanis dw ndling supplies.

Mannat an was the | argest surviving city in the Anericas, Northlands and Southlands. It had
been shaken and scorched by Dol za's anni hilation bolts, but nany of its enornous structures had
survived intact. So nmuch death had been rained around it, however, that the city had had to be
evacuated. Few of the millions of evacuees who had fled into the irradiated surroundi ngs had
survived, but by the end of the Second Robotech War, people and nutant birds with condorli ke
wi ngspans were finding their way back to the cracked and fissured towers, and the abandoned city
slow y began to repopul ate. Before the Invid arrived, hopes ran high that the city would rise once
again to beconme the great center it had been in the previous century, but those plans were dashed
with the aliens' first wave. Still, the Regis saw no reason to destroy the place; she nerely
constructed one of her hives atop the tallest structure-the 1,675-foot Trunp Buil ding, which the
hi ve encased |ike a wasps' nest just short of its summit-and noved all potential troublemakers to
nearby Protoculture farms. Wth Reflex Point at close proximty, the city's residents (who
nunbered | ess than one-tenth of one percent of the city's prewars popul ation) posed no threat to
the Regi s's donain, and Mannatan was one of the few places where her Controllers and bio-
constructs actually patrolled the streets on foot.

Everyone was naturally eager to visit the city, but Scott was wary about all of them
entering at once. He wasn't sure just how closely the Regis had been nonitoring their recent
movenents, but given the reappearance of the green-haired Human worman and the orange and green
command ship, it seened reasonable to assune that the teamwas still a high-priority concern at
Refl ex Point. And with access to the city Ilimted to a single two-tiered bridge near the northern
tip of the island, Scott was agai nst taking any unnecessary risks. Lancer was the obvious choice
for advance man because he had already seen the city-years ago, before the Invid invasion, when
Mannat an was on the ascendant. Rand woul d serve as backup, and Anni e woul d acconpany them if only
to keep up appearances. The two nen would carry hand bl asters.

Scott's intuitions proved correct, inasmuch as the Regis had i ndeed nade elinination of
the teamone of her top priorities, especially since she had lost Ariel to them and was noti cing
a certain reluctance on Sera's part. But in some ways this was as intriguing to her as it was
baffling-allowing her to recall her own attractions to Zor so |long ago. So she elected to place
Sera and Corg in tenporary command of the city's central hive to observe the results. She did this
nostly because she had pressing concerns of her own at this point. The |ong-awaited trigger point
of the Flower of Life was drawi ng near, but at the same tinme there was evidence of the inmminent
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arrival of the Human forces who had battled her husband, the Regent, on Tirol and other worlds.
And if they arrived before the Flowers came to full fruition, the entire schene of the Great Wrk
woul d be j eopardi zed.

Ni ne Urban Enforcers narching in a di anond-shaped formation were patrolling a quadrant in
the I ower part of the island city just now, an area where the towers were especially tall, naking
the sunless streets feel all the nore narrow. Security had been breached earlier that sane day;
sensors had detected the presence of an unauthorized entry into the city and the energy signatures
of Robot ech necha. Shock Troopers and Pincer Ships were hovering overhead, while Scouts covered
the miles of waterfront.

"Urban Enforcer squadron,"” boonmed the Regis's voice over the foot soldiers' command net.
"Proceed in formation to the East River, divide into units, and search all abandoned buil di ngs for
any sign of the rebels. They nust not be allowed to slip through our grasp this time."

The ni ne were huge cl oven-foot, bipedal creatures outfitted in black-and-white battle
arnmor, with rifle/cannons affixed to both forearm sheaths. Their snooth eyel ess heads were al npost
comcally snmall, al nost dol phinlike beneath the helnets, with a single round scanner for a nouth-a
red jewel in the elongated jaws of the helnet. Over what could have been the bridge of the
| eaders' snout was an inverted triangul ar marking of rank.

Most of the residents had scattered fromthe streets and returned to their hones. Street
stalls had shut down, and nongrel dogs were having a field day. There were two Humans, however,
who made no nove as the soldiers approached. They were hunkered down on the sidewal k, their backs
to the wall of a ruined building, tattered clothing pulled tight around them hats pulled | ow on
their heads. Their temerity woul d have been suspicious had the pair not been representative of
that class of Humans who had a penchant for street life and were often addicted to any nunber of
i ntoxicating concoctions. Nevertheless, in light of the present energency, one of the soldiers saw
fit to stop and investigate the duo.

"I nvestigating Human life-forns..." the Invid told his superior, aimng a scanner
"Sensors indicate no active Protoculture, yet their lack of reaction warrants further
observation."

The squad stopped to have a | ook, but after a nonent the | eader made a dismissive gesture
with its right arm "Do not waste tine with these derelicts."”

"But they do not fit the standard Human profile,” the soldier began to object.

"Do as | conmmand," the | eader said nore harshly. "These could hardly be the rebels we

seek. "

As the soldiers noved off, a whispered and muffl ed voice rose through the clothing of one
of the nen. "Can we get up now? | can't breathe-the kid's snothering me in here!"

"Not yet," said his companion, taking care to keep still. "Let themget a little farther
down the street.”

Shortly, Lancer straightened up, renpved the brown cap, and flashed a self-satisfied grin
at the now deserted street. "Ckay," he said.

Beside him Rand was in a panic. "Cone on, Annie, open up the blanket! |'ve got about
thirty seconds worth of air left!"

Lancer stood up in his tatterdemalion threads, while Annie tossed aside the bl anket she
had w apped around her shoul ders. She had been sitting on Rand's shoul ders beneath t he nakeshift
cape for the past ten minutes or so. Adroitly now, she leapt off himand renoved her dark shades
and gray fedora.

Behi nd her Rand was massaging circul ation back into his score neck. "My head! Jeez, Annie,
why coul dn't you have-"

"Lancer, | thought you said they called this place Fun City," she conpl ai ned, ignoring
Rand. "Well, it's been a pretty big disappointnent so far! All we've done is dress up |like buns
and hide fromthe Invid. Wien do we get to have sone real fun, huh?!"

"When are you gonna learn?" Rand said angrily, waving a fist over her head. "Wat d' ya
think, we're in an anusenent park or sonething? Renenber what we're here for."

She made a face and stuck her tongue out at Rand.

Lancer had stripped off his costune and was back to his usual black trousers, tank top
and | eat her knee boots. "Knock it off,"” he told Annie. "W have about fifty blocks to cover, so
let's nmove it."

Burdette was right about the place being unguarded. There were a few Urban Enforcer troops
stationed out front, but the trio had no problens getting around them and were soon in the
basenent of the building, closing on the duct systemthe Robotech officer's map indicated would
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lead themto the main storage room It was at this point that they were supposed to head back
downtown to rendezvous with Scott, but Lancer insisted that they nake certain the infornmation was
correct and follow through with the break-in without waiting for the diversions Rook and Lunk had
pl anned.

Rand went along with the idea (Annie didn't have to be convinced), and in a short while
t hey were pushing out the grate of the duct that enptied into the Protoculture storage area
itself. It was a dimy lit theater with an el aborate stage, but all it housed now were stacks and
stacks of crated Protoculture canisters. Rand went over to one of the crates and pried open the
lid.

"There's enough here to take a whole arny to Reflex Point!" he whispered excitedly,
hefting one of the sodacan-sized fuel canisters.

"Provided we can get it out w thout being spotted," Lancer said absently.

"Ha! Don't worry about a thing, sir," Rand began to joke. "Protocul ture Express at your
service! W deliver overnight or you get your nobney back."

"Quaranteed!" Annie joined in. "In fact, if we don't nake good, we pay you!"

"Now all we've got to do is get back downtown and tell Scott about this," Rand said.
"Ri ght, Lancer?...Lancer, are you okay?"

Lancer was gl ancing around the theater, anmazed. "Sorry,

he said, turning to his

teammates. "l was just thinking what a beautiful place this used to be."

"What do you nean?"

"This is Carnegie Hall," he explained with a sweep of his arm "l guess it doesn't mnean
much to you, but before the Robotech Wars this was one of the finest concert halls in the world.
renenber reading about it. The people who used to sing here..." He smled at the thought. "I used
to dream of playing here. Now there isn't nuch chance of that, | suppose."

"Culture of a different sort," Rand nused. "Maybe the Invid will start hol ding auditions,
huh?"

Lancer ignored the ribbing and allowed hinself a nonmentary fantasy that featured Yell ow
Dancer on stage, singing "Lonely Soldier Boy" to a packed house..

I won't let the Invid destroy ny dreans! he prom sed hinsel f.

It was that prom se that enabl ed Lancer to justify going along with Rand's spur of the
monment plan to take what they could get their hands on straightaway rather than risk a second
entry into the place. It also nade sense froma practical point of view, because they would have
enough fresh Protoculture to recharge the Beta and utilize it in a followup raid if it canme down
to that.

They were in the nmidst of packing away a few sixpacks of the stuff when they heard | oud
footsteps echoing in the hall and headed in their direction. They had already secreted thensel ves
anong the maze of stacked crates when one of the Invid foot soldiers entered, seem ngly on patrol

"Keep under cover," Lancer warned as they made thenselves small. "W don't want to fight
it out if we don't have to." He and Rand had their handguns drawn. Annie was w de-eyed, trying to
hold on to the arnful of canisters she hadn't had time to set down.

Lancer cautiously peered over the top of one of the crates. He could see the soldier
movi ng systematically through the aisles formed by the stacks. "It may just be on an inspection
tour,"” he said softly. "It'Il probably go away if it doesn't find anything wong, but be ready,
just in case." Silently, he stole across the aisle and repositioned hinmself for cross fire.

Rand | ooked over at Annie and her precariously balanced load. "Try not to nove. Don't even
breathe if you can help it!"

She shut her nouth tightly and rearranged the canisters as judiciously as she could, but
there was one that insisted on sliding. She made a nervous sound.

The Enforcer stonped past their aisle and stopped, as though alerted to sonething. Rand
drew a bead on the things back. Here we go again, he told hinself. Sitting ducks...!

The Invid began to nove off, but Annie was suddenly desperate. "Rand, help ne! They're
slipping-they' re gonna fall!"

And a nonment later they did, hitting the floor with a sound of toppling bowing pins. Rand
managed to stifle Annie's screamw th his hand, but the Enforcer had heard enough to warrant a
second pass along the aisle.

"They slipped,” Annie explained in a panic after Rand took his hand away. "I'msorry, |
couldn't help it-"

"Here cones trouble,"” he interrupted her, armng the Gallant. "Just keep quiet."

The Invid raised its rifle as it began to retrace its steps, but its pace renai ned
unchanged. Lancer threw a quick nod to Rand and | evel ed his own weapon, wondering just where you
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had to hit these creatures to have it count. He chose the scanner as a |likely target and bracketed
it in his sights.

"Just a few steps closer,” Rand was whispering to hinself when he heard the cat.

At least it sounded like a cat-a rather large cat at that. It growed twice nore and then
| aunched itself fromwherever it had been perched. Rand went up on tiptoe and just caught a
glinmpse of the aninal's shadow as it |eapt fromstack to stack. It was even bigger than its grow
had i ndicated! He could see that the Invid soldier had swng its snout to the sound and was al so
tracki ng the shadow now. The cat took a few nore | eaps, naking one hell of a racket in the
process.

Rand breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the Enforcer's rifle begin to | ower. Cbviously
it was satisfied that the animal had been responsible for the noise. It's going to fall for it! he
t hought .

He let hinself collapse in sheer nervous exhaustion when the Enforcer exited the room and
Anni e came over to himthinking he had been hit or sonething. Then suddenly the cat was back
snarling a |l ong meow and executing an incredible tunble fromthe box seats near the hall's stage
Only now Rand was sure the thing wasn't sonme ordinary cat.

And in fact it wasn't: it was a young, curly-haired Hi spanic boy wearing el bow pads, sky-
bl ue dancer's tights, pale yellow leg warners, and a tank top enbl azoned with
a large J.

"Well that was easy!" the boy | aughed, one |eg crossed over the other and hands behind his
head after his upright |anding.

"Have you been here the whole tinme?" Lancer said once he had gotten over his amazenent.

The yout h nodded. "That was ny Persian. Wanna hear ny Si anese now?"

Annie still didn't get it. "You nean that was you? There wasn't any cat?"

"Ckay, so you do a good feline inpression," lancer said warily, gesturing with his weapon
"What are you doing in here?"

The boy's eyebrows went up. "What are you doing here is nore like it, nmano. As for nme, |
hang out here sonetimes-but | know a | ot of easier ins and outs than using the air ducts.”

"So you saw us," said Rand. "Hope you're not nursing any ideas about turning us in..."

The yout h | aughed again. "Wha'-for, foraging a little '"Culture? Be real, Red. 'Sides, |'m
no synp, if that's what you're thinking." He notioned to Lancer's blaster. "Look, |'m not
conpl ai ni ng or anything, but how 'bout |owering the hard-tag?"

Lancer gl anced down at the weapon and deactivated it.

"That cop's gonna be naki ng anot her pass pronto,"” the youth warned. "W better nake
tracks, unless you're dying to use your juice."

Rand got up, his H90 casually aimed in the boy's direction. "Lead on, Lightfoot," he told
him "We're right behind you."

There were indeed qui cker ways out of the place than the route they had taken in, and in a
short tinme the youth was |leading the trio down an east-west street a few bl ocks fromthe Carnegie
Hal | storage facility. The Protoculture canisters had been safely stashed away for the tinme being.

"l guess we owe you an apol ogy and our thanks," Lancer was saying. "\Wat are you called?"

"Jorge," the youth answered him "I've got a nest in the bal cony back there."

"You can enter that place at will?" Rand asked, inpressed.

Jorge turned a gleaning smle up at him "Shit, nman, there's no place in this whole city
we can't go if we want to."

"But the Invid-they're crawming all over this place."

"Yeah, but they don't bother us if we don't bother them"

"That was some display you put on," Lancer said, changing the subject. "You're quite an

acr obat .

"A perforner,”
had to stop and save your necks.
us out."

Lancer | ooked over to Rand, who returned a shrug of consent.

"Well, I"'mall for it," said Annie, quick to take Jorge's arm "I'm gonna have sone fun in

this place if it kills mel"

Jorge enphasi zed proudly. "Fact is | was on ny way to rehearsal before
" He laughed at their chagrin. "Wy don' cha cone with ne and check

"“I't should be a great show," Jorge was telling thema few mnutes |ater

He and the rebel trio were on a staircase | anding overlooking a small stage, where a dozen
mal e and femal e dancers were executing syncopated martial kicks under colored lights. It was a
kind of historical piece, harkening back to the frenzied, kata routines of the turn of the
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century, with sone break dancing and pelvic thrusts thrown in for variety.

"They' re good," Lancer comrented. | wonder if their dreans will survive this alien
ni ght mare?

But on stage sone of the performers were wondering whether they woul d survive the
director. He was nothing if not the consunmmate perfectionist. "Hold it! Stop! Stop!" he was
shouting now, an effenminate curl to his voice. He was twi ce the age of the ol dest on stage but
wel | built nonethel ess. He had a pencil-thin nustache and brown hair, save for a section of
bl eached forelock. "This is awful, just awful. Harvey," he continued, pointing, "I swear you
dance like a nbose in heat. And Arabella: You look like you' re waltzing, for heaven's sake.
Renenber, everyone, this is supposed to be 1990, not 1770! So could we please try not to enbarrass
oursel ves?"

The dancers had all adopted hangdog expressions by now, and Jorge took advantage of the
|l apse in the nusic to call out: "Sinon! Hey! Up here!" Wen the director |ooked up, Jorge gestured
to Lancer and the others. "I brought sone friends to watch the rehearsal, okay?"

Simon scowl ed at him "Absolutely not! You know my rul es about people-" He broke off his
scol ding and was staring at Lancer. "Am | seeing things? Is that the face that | aunched a thousand
slips?! Lancer, is that you?! O should | say Yell ow Dancer?"

Lancer sniled and went downstairs to take Sinon's hand. Jorge, Rand, and Annie tagged
behi nd.

"Lancer, | still can't believe it," Sinon exclaimed. "I've thought about you a
lot... Wiat's it been, sonmething like two years? In Rio, wasn't it? Wat are you doing here? | want
to hear everything."

Lancer | ooked over his shoul der at Rand. "Well, we're just passing through."

"Passi ng through?" Sinon said, surprised. "Since when does anyone enjoy the privil ege of
“passing through' anynore? You can't be serious.”

"We've got transportation,” Lancer said, holding back

Si non stepped back to regard the trio quizzically. "Perhaps it's not in good taste to ask
too many questions,” he said after noticing Rand and Lancer's si dearns.

"Probably not." Lancer sniled.

"Well, you've just got to cone to the show tonight, that's all there is to it," Sinon
ent hused.
"The Invid are permtting perfornmances?" Lancer asked.
"They haven't tried to stop us yet. | guess they figure it keeps the slaves happy and out

of their way."

Meanwhile, in the hive atop the Trunp Building, Sera was engaged in an argument wth her
brot her/prince, Corg. The Robotech rebels had not been | ocated, and Corg was in favor of taking
matters into his own hands by sinply exterminating every Human in the city.

"I will not permt it," Sera told him "Cbservation of these life-forns has not yet been
conpl eted. They require nore study, even if that nmeans the rebels live for a tine nore."

“Your lenience is a sign of weakness," Corg answered her. "l say destroy them now "

She glared down at himfromthe massive throne-a nonolithic two-horned affair set atop
what appeared to be a thick-stal ked, flat-topped nmushroom adorned along its outer edge with a
band of glossy red discs. Beneath the cap stood two Urban Enforcers, as silent and notionl ess as
statues. The doned roomitself resenbled the inside of a living neural cell.

"You seemto forget our instructions, ny brother. W are to study the Humans' behavi or
patterns and learn fromthem"

Corg made a disgruntled sound. "The experiment is as good as conplete. It is tine to

exterm nate these lifeforms. 1'lIl proceed with nmy program regardless of instructions.”
She knew t hat he had been defeated on every occasi on and wondered whet her this was
i nfluencing his behavior, but she didn't want to point this out to him "I'mwarning you, Corg, do

not challenge ny authority in this natter. The Regis has placed ne in charge.”

"For the monment," he snarl ed.

"What rmekes you so sure of that?"

"It's perfectly obvious. You have no stonmach for destruction. But you' ve known all al ong
that our plan calls for the eradication of these creatures. And | intend to begin that process
i medi ately. "

Corg di sappeared through the fl oor of the hive even as Sera was ordering himto call off
his attack. She reseated herself to digest his words.

Maybe he is right, she began to tell herself. Perhaps | don't have the determination to
carry out this task. She had to admit to herself that she had no grasp of the enotions that were

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Ja...Robotech%2012%20-%20Symphony%200f%20Light.txt (50 of 83) [1/19/03 5:05:58 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2012%20-%20Symphony%200f%20L ight.txt

keepi ng her from destroying the rebel s-especially that one who had touched her with his voice.
Surely she should have killed himwhen they had faced each other at the chasm But she had let him
live, and now Corg was begi nning to suspect her. Al at once it seened inperative that she speak
with Ariel, because in that brief confrontation with her |ost sister she had conme close to
under st andi ng sone of the changes that were going on inside her

Sera shot to her feet.

I rmust try to find her..

Corg wasted no tine assenbling his Shock Troopers and comencing his nurderous assault on
the city's Human popul ati on.

Across the Hudson River, where Scott and the rest of the teamwere awaiting word from
Lancer, Marlene sensed the warlord's destructive swing and screaned as those hellish enotions
assai l ed her consci ousness once agai n.

Scott was by her side in an instant. "Were?" he asked as he tried to confort her. "Were
are they attacking?"

"The city," she nmanaged to bite out, hands pressed to her head, body rocki ng back and
forth in Scott's arms. "They're going to wipe out the entire city!"

"But you've got to be mistaken," Scott started to say when the sound of the first
expl osi ons reached him He grabbed a binocul ar scanner and ran to the edge of the roof that was
their tenporary canp. Training it on the city, he saw countless flashes of intense light, and
within mnutes it seened that the entire northern portion of the island was abl aze.

CHAPTER TWELVE

There is sone truth to the claimthat Corg contributed to the Invid s defeat, such as it was; but
only in the sense that his premature blood |ust succeeded in alienating Sera that nmuch sooner. On
the other hand, the so-called parallels with the Zentraedi Khyron are rather forced and remmin
unconvi ncing. To be honest, who can we point to that did not contribute to the defeat? One ni ght
as well blane Marlene, Sera, Zor, for that natter. Lay the blane on love, if you will, on

Prot ocul ture.

Dr. Emi| Lang, The New Testament

Corg assenbl ed his Urban Enforcer squadrons at the northern tip of the island and comanded them
to begin a southward nmarch, sanitizing the city top to bottom Shock Trooper ships would back them
up, creating apocalyptical fires to flush the Humans fromtheir dwellings.

The residents thought they were witnessing sone sort of drill until the first streams of
anni hilation discs hit the streets; then there was sheer panic. People fled from burning buildings
only to be caught up in volleys of fire fromthe Invid ground troops. Block after block burned,
filling the evening sky with infernal light. The brick and concrete facades of buildings collapsed
into the avenues, sending up storns of glow ng enbers and acrid ash. Hundreds were trapped in the
rubbl e, and hundreds nore perished in the all eyways and streets, in shafts and courtyards. No one
coul d conprehend what was occurring. Had they brought this on thensel ves sonehow? Had t hey
transgressed or violated sonme Invid regul ati on no one had been aware of ? O was this sinply the
way it would always end fromnow on? No nore old age or disease, no nore heart attacks or
accidents; just random bursts of blinding light, spurts of systematic exterm nation..

Corg snmiled down on the ensuing destruction fromthe cockpit of his comand ship. There,
Princess, he laughed to hinself. Cbserve your life form now

Downt own, in Sinon's dance theater, Jorge held a note that had just been delivered by one
of the underground's black eagle courier birds. The sounds of distant explosions had al ready
reached into the building, and an atnosphere of dread prevailed. "Listen up, everybody!" he
announced. "The Invid are on a ranpage. They're offing everyone! Sweeping through the whole city,
north to south!"

"Ch, ny God!" muttered Sinmon. "They're through with us! | knew it would cone to this
soneday! "

Lancer | ooked over at Rand, his face all twisted up. "It's because of us, Rand," he
seet hed, just |oud enough for his friend to hear. "W brought this on. Just our being here..."

Rand accepted it with a kind of shrug and took another bite fromthe sandw ch Jorge had
fixed himbefore all hell broke Ioose.

"W've got to get out of here,"” one of the dancers was telling the rest of the troupe.
"They're getting closer!”

The man was right, Lancer realized; the explosions were | ouder now, near enough to shake
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the theater itself. The first blast to strike the building threw everyone to the floor. The lights
flickered once and went out; a few people screaned.

"We have to help these people get to shelter,” Lancer told Rand when intermttent power
returned. Dust and particles of debris filled the air. Lancer had his weapon drawn. ..

Rand, who had al nost swal |l owed the sandwi ch whole, pulled it fromhis nmouth and gasped for
his breath. "Get themto shelters? Wat about themgetting us to shelters?"

Jorge was standing beside them helping a petrified Annie to her feet. "W can reach the
subway fromthe basenent," he said rapidly. "W'll be safe there."

"Depends on how serious they are," Rand started to say. But Jorge was already herding his
fellow performers toward the exits.

Two nore crippling explosions erupted in their mdst just then, and all of a sudden the
interior of the theater was in flanmes. Mdst of Sinon's-troupe had already nade it through the exit
doors, but the director hinself was standing stock still, as though in shock. Lancer ran over to
hi m and spun hi m around, catching the | ook of devastation in his eyes.

"Si non, you've got to |eave!"

"My theater..."

Lancer put his hands on Sinon's shoul ders, steering himaway fromthe bl aze that had
al ready scorched both their faces. "Listen to ne...The theater's gone. And it won't hel p anybody
if you go up with the rest of it."

"I't's over," Sinon said flatly, overcone.

"Cone on, man. There'll be other shows; we'll get through this."

Sinon offered a wan snile. "Maybe..."

A col umm col | apsed behind them bringing down a portion of the balcony and fueling the
fire.

"Of course there will!" Lancer yelled. "Unless we don't get you out of here right now"
Rand was by the door, one hand shielding his face fromthe heat, yelling for themto get a nove
on. Lancer grabbed hold of Sinon's hand and led himoff at a run.

"“Unbel i evabl e," Scott was saying on the rooftop across the river. "It looks like they're
trying to destroy the whole city and everybody in it." He scanned the infrared binoculars north to
south, then | owered them

Rook and Lunk stood silently by the retaining wall, nesnerized by the fiery spectacle.
Marl ene was of f to one side, hugging her arnms to herself. Scott swung around to Lunk.

"How nuch Protoculture will we have if we canni balize the Cycl one power systens?"

"Maybe a dozen canisters."

"W have to act quick," Rook told Scott. "Annie and the boys are sonewhere in the mddle
of that firestorm"

Scott tightened his nouth. Wiy haven't they contacted me as pl anned? he asked hinself,
al ready dressing themdown. Wth a dozen canisters of fuel, they would have just enough to power
the three Veritechs for a short tine. But unless they were able to resupply afterward, that would
effectively finish the necha, fighters and Cycl ones both. And even the instrunmentality nodes of
Refl ex Point were a good three hundred niles west of the city.

"Come on, Scott," Rook was saying, her mind nmade up. "Let's switch the canisters and get
out there."

Scott issued a silent nod of consent and went down on one knee by Marlene's side while
Rook and Lunk noved off. "You better stay behind," he told her. "I don't want to risk bringing you
any closer to that place. | can see what you're already going through.”

“I-1'1l be all right here," she stanmered, as though chilled to the bone. "But prom se ne
you'll be careful, Scott."

They touched briefly, and he was gone.

In the central hive, Sera had been alerted to the wave of death her brother was unl eashing
agai nst the popul ace. She sat rigidly at the top of the nushroon i ke dais now, hands cl asped tight
to the arms of the throne, as views of the destruction reached her via a circular projecbeam

"This is intolerable!" she screaned to her Enforcer guards, who stood unflinching bel ow
the dais cap. "Corg is deliberately sabotagi ng the experinment! The defeats he has suffered at the
hands of the Humans have affected his conditioning!”

Everywhere t he projecbeamtook her, the scene was the sane: buildings ablaze, Hunman life-
forns in postures of agony, and nore. But all at once Sera gasped as an inmage of Lancer filled the
hol o-field. He was out in the nadness, his Gallant stiff-armed in front of him returning
i nsignificant blasts of vengeance agai nst the overwhel ning power of Corg's war machine.
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The Earth rebel who has caused so much di sturbance within nme! she kept saying to herself.
But Lancer's presence neant that Ariel nust be nearby. Sera leapt fromthe dais and headed
straight for her command shi p.

If Sera had continued watching the projecbeama noment |onger, she would have realized
that Lancer's shots were not to be so easily disnissed. True, an HI0 seened insignificant when
conpared to Corg's nobile arsenal, but Lancer and Rand had neverthel ess managed to clear the
streets of nore than a dozen Urban Enforcers.

"That's that," Lancer was saying now as nunber fifteen fell, its chest plates |laid open
and oozing green nutrient fluids.

Anni e, Jorge, and Sinon stepped out fromcover to join themin the street. Mst of the
ground troops had noved further south, but in their wake the city crunbled and burned, turning
ni ght to day.

"At least no one in the conpany got hurt," said Jorge. "Everyone nade it into the subway
tunnels in tinme."

"I wish the rest of the city was that lucky," Annie added, stifling a sob

Lancer checked the blaster's remaining charge and frowned. "W better get underground
oursel ves."

Suddenly Annie raised her armand | et out a bl oodcurdling scream Two Trooper ships had
dropped to the street out of a slice of orange sky, their cloven hooves ripping into the pavenent.

Lancer and Rand raised their weapons at the same nmonent and fired, instinctively finding
the sane target. The Trooper caught both blasts just above its scanner and ruptured like a | anced
cyst, spewing thick snoke and sickly fluids. The second turned to watch its conpani on go down,
then swung back around, its cannon tips aglow with primng charge. But out of the blue sonething
holed the thing with a perfectly placed shot to the nidsection, and it too dropped, al nost
crushing Rand and Anni e on the way down.

Simon, Jorge, and the freedomfighters |ooked up in time to see three Veritechs swoop
t hrough the canyon formed by the buildings and fade into the gl ow

"It's Scott!" Rand shouted, anazed. "How the hell did they find us?!'"

"I don't think they did," Lancer said, watching the VIs bank out of sight. "Just be glad
that they chose to zero in on that particular Trooper." He felt a hand on his shoul der and turned.

“Lancer, |'ve got an idea," said Sinobn. "I want you to help us go ahead with the show " He
paid no attention to Lancer's look of disbelief. "I knowit's a lot to ask, but we're going to
need help if this city is to survive:"

Lancer thought it over; over Sinon's shoul der he could see Annie and Rand noddi ng their
heads i n encouragenent. "Sure," he said at |ast.

Jorge fucked his fingers together with an audible snap. Ejole! "This'll be the show of a
lifetine!"

The three Veritechs flew north to the edge of the worst conflagrations and split up to
doubl e back. The thruster fires of Invid Trooper ships were just visible in the southern skies.
"Let's nake sure the streets are clear of any ground units," Scott told the others over the net.
"Then we'll go after the ships."

"Not hi ng on ny scanners,

"M ne either," added Lunk

Scott | ooked out over the city and shook his head in despair. The Invid had cut a north-to-
south swath of death four bl ocks wi de along the west side of the island. Searching for any signs
of Enforcer activity, he dropped down into the canyons again and was al nost at street |evel when
his radar displays suddenly canme to life.

"Hold on, 1've got sonething!"

By the time he realized what it was a blast had seared the upper sections of his fighter
nearly destabilizing it, but he managed to pull the Beta up and out of its plunge and soon had a
visual on the eneny ship even as the displays were flashing its signature.

"Command ship," said Scott, staring down at the orange and green crablike thing that was

Rook reported a nonment |ater.

hovering bel ow himat rooftop level. "It's that damm conmand ship! Let's take it!"
Corg, as though reading Scott's designs, chose that moment to | oose his first stream of
anni hil ation discs. Scott banked sharply and fell; the Invid ship shot up at the sanme tinme, and

Human and alien ended up exchangi ng places, discs, and laser-array fire in an aerial duel. Rook
streaked in from behind and | anded two heat seekers, but Corg's ship shook them off and stung back
igniting a row of rooftops with its nisplaced shots.
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Scott and Rook went wingtip to wingtip to launch a salvo of nissiles, but again the Invid
out maneuvered them diving down into the city's hollows, where Lunk alnost fell victimto the
comand ship's wrath.

"That thing is dangerous!" he shouted over the net as explosive light |lit up the inside of
his cockpit.

"All right, et himgo for now " said Scott. He turned to make certain the Invid was
willing to give it a rest and exhaled with relief when he saw the ship arrow off. "W've got to
find Lancer."

"Yeah, but where do we start | ooking?" asked Rook, disheartened by the inferno below, to
say nothing of the conplexity of the city's intact |andscape and terrain.

"Just keep your external receivers open," Scott told her

Hopel ess, she thought. Just what kind of sign does he expect us to see fromup here?

Two hours later, the three Veritechs were still circling. They were all running
dangerously |l ow on fuel, and there had been no sign of Lancer, Annie, or Rand. O the Invid, which
was a |ucky break. Then Rook picked up sonmething on the receiver and reported her coordinates to
Scott and Lunk. She supplied themw th the frequencies as they cane into view on her display
screen.

"Tune in and tell me who that sounds like."

Lunk fiddled with his controls, listened for a nonent, and heard the strains of "Look Up"
com ng across the cockpit speakers.

"Hey, that sounds suspiciously like an old buddy of nine."

Rook | aughed shortly. "Scott, you wanted a sign, huh? Well, how s that one down there at
three o' clock?" She tipped the VI's wings once or twice over the source of the transm ssions: a
tall, squeezed pentagon of a buil ding whose rooftop was currently the scene of some kind of

concert or show.

Scott conpleted a flyby and signaled Rook in a sinilar manner. He could discern the words
PAN AM at the top of the building, above a huge lightboard sign that was flashing the word HERE

"That's Lancer all right,"” Scott started to say. Then he noticed that his radar display
was active once again: The command ship had returned with reinforcenents. "Follow ny lead to the
street," he told his teanmmates. "And activate cluster bonmbs on ny mark."

The I nvid ships pursued them just as he had hoped they woul d, and when the three VIs were
properly positioned, he called for a multiple mssile |aunch. Warheads streaked fromthe fighters,
arci ng backward and detonating in advance of the Invid ships; several of the Troopers were
destroyed, and even the command ship was brought up short by the force of the expl osions.

“I'"'mgoing back for Marlene," Scott reported as the Veritechs clinbed. "I'Il rendezvous
with you at the source."

Rook and Lunk kept their fighters airborne until the concert ended; then they hovered down
in Guardian node, just as Scott was returning fromthe Jersey side of the river. Yellow Dancer
who had borrowed nakeup and a flashy pink outfit for his part of the show, was already out of
character by the time everyone regrouped.

"I got a bone to pick with you three," Scott yelled as soon as the VT canopy went up

"Save it, Scott," Rand answered himfromthe roof. He tossed a canister of Protoculture
fuel up to Rook. "Figured you m ght be a quart |ow by now. "

Scott lost nobst of his stored anger while he listened to a quick rundown of the events of
the day. He couldn't really find fault with their actions, especially in Iight of what had
foll owed. There was certainly no going back to the storage facility now, but what they had nmanaged
to carry out was nore than enough to take the teamthe rest of the way to Reflex Point. Once they
finished here, of course.

Scott pulled Marlene, aside while Lunk set about refueling the necha energy systens.
"We're going to have to go back up,"” he explained, his hands on her shoul ders.

"Yes, | know. "
He wanted to say nore, but Lancer was now standi ng al ongside them urging Scott to hurry
it up. "I don't nean to break you kids up, but we've got lots of work to do."

Enbarrassed, Scott wi thdrew his hands. "See you," he said, blushing, and ran for the Beta.

Lunk and Annie remained with Marlene as the two Al phas and the now separate conponents of
the Beta lifted off. Hurry back, Marlene was saying to herself when Lunk stepped up behind her

"You nmiss himalread-"

An expl osion erased the rest of his words and threw both Lunk and Marl ene ten feet or nore
in opposite directions.
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Marl ene was first to come around. Unsure how | ong she had been out, she stood up and
coughed snoke from her |lungs. One section of the roof was holed and in flames, and she coul d hear
screans of panic in the darkness. Lunk was on his back nearby, apparently unconscious; Annie was
nowhere in sight. Soneone yelled, "Ariel," and for sone reason she found herself turning around.

It was the green-haired woman they hadn't seen since the nountain attack. She was stepping
fromthe flames that were licking at the arnored | egs of her towering conmand ship

"Ariel," the woman repeated, and again Marlene felt sonmething stir within her. "I am Sera,
princess of the Invid, and I have conme for you."
Trenbling, Marlene stared at her. "But my nane is...Mrlene. | don't understand why you' ve

come for-"

"Because you have turned agai nst your people and | nust know why, before we begin
transnutation of our race. Wy have you di sobeyed the Regi s?"

Mar | ene gasped. What is this woman tal king about? "I don't believe what |'m hearing," she
said, as if Sera were sonme hal lucination she could banish through an effort of will. "I'mnot an
Invid."

Sera was taking steps toward her now, her crimson eyes flashing a kind of anger that
burned deep into Marlene's soul. "You were placed anong the people of Earth to |earn their ways,
so that we might profit fromyour discoveries. The Regis has been awaiting your reports, and yet
you choose to ignore our comuands. Do you expect nme to believe that you have forgotten who you are
and why you are here?"

Mar | ene shook her head back and forth; she tried to deny the words her heart seened eager
to affirm "No...it can't be.”

The wonman regarded her quizzically. "Wat can't be, Ariel? Search your thoughts, search
themfor the truth."

"You're lying! You nmust be!" Mrlene screaned as an explosion tore up another section of
the roof.

Sera | eaned away to shield herself. "I nmust stop Corg, before the battle comes any

she said. Then her eyes found Marlene. "I will deal with you later.™

Mar | ene wat ched Sera race off to her ship. Behind her, Lunk was coning around, wondering
al oud what had happened. But she hardly heard him

It can't be true, she thought. It can't be true!

cl oser, "

Down bel ow, the battle was raging in the streets. Reconfigured to Battloid node, Scott's
section of the Beta was backed against a building, the rifle/cannon in both hands |aying down a
t hunderous sweep of fire into the face of an advanci ng Trooper. El sewhere, two Pincer Ships
pursued Lunk through the city's right-angle canyons. Two nore had ganged up on Rook's red
Battloid, forced it into a corner, and were now attenpting to open it with their claws.

She called for help over the net. "These cursed things are trying to rape iy ship!"

Rand canme to her aid a nonment later, his Battloid hovering overhead and taki ng out each
ship with a single shot. But the next noment he was facedown in the street, felled by a blast to
t he back by none other than Corg hinself.

The Invid put down behind the crippled Battloid and noved in to finish it off, but Lancer
blew it back into the air with a massive Bl udgeon rel ease fromthe reconfigured burly hindquarters
of the Beta. At rooftop level, Corg countered with a wave of annihilation discs that pinned Lancer
to the wall, but the Invid prince recogni zed that he was outnunbered and darted off to nuster
support.

Scott nmoved in to check on Rand's status, the rifle/ cannon upraised and ready for action
Rook joi ned himshortly.

"Looks like they're pulling back," said Lancer, while his ship | aunched and reconfi gured
"What do you say we call it a day, Scott?"

"W're not done yet; there's still the hive."

Rand whi stled over the net. "The hive! Don't you think you' re asking a | ot out of four
little fighters?"

"Yeah, Scott," Rook chimed in. "Have you got a secret arny or sonething?"

"No, but I've got a plan,"” he told them "Qbviously the Regis never figured on a direct
attack, or she wouldn't have had her workers build the hive in such an accessible spot. My bet is
we can bring the whole thing dowmmn with a few well-placed cobalt grenades."”

There wasn't much tine to discuss the pros and cons because Corg had returned with three
Pi ncer Ships to back himup. So the three Battloids |aunched to join their |eader and boostered
off toward the hive, the four Invid ships in close pursuit.
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In the hive, the Regis's voice reached into the very thoughts of her unsuspecting
chi | dren.

"Attention, perimeter guard: Four Earth fighters are preparing to launch an attack agai nst
the hive."

But Sera was nowhere to be found, and without her the Invid drones and Enforcers could do
little nore than scurry about in a kind of blind panic. And by the time Corg understood the
Humans' intent, it was already too late to stop them

The VTs had clinbed to an altitude of several thousand feet and were now falling on the
hive like metallic birds of prey: They directed their warheads into the conical summt of the tal
structure that housed the hive, and the energy of the ensuing explosions funnel ed down through the
building like a bonb dropped through the top of a chimey. The hive took the full force of the
contai ned blast and blew apart, raining great clunps of organic nmass to the streets.

Corg felt the collective deaths pierce himlike a lance. In the face of the hive's
col | apse he broke off his pursuit and cursed the Humans for their barbaric act.

I will have ny revenge for this day, he promi sed the stars.

Lancer insisted on saying good-bye to Sinon.

"There's no way we can ever thank you for what you and your friends have done," Sinon told
him "Wy don't you stay here and | eave the rest of it to them Lancer? Surely you' ve done your
part by now. "

The city's survivors were | eaving the subway shelters, taking stock of what had been
| evel ed agai nst them Sinon, Jorge, and the freedom fighters were near Carnegie Hall, having just
finished |oading the VIs with as much Protoculture as they could safely carry.

Lancer knew that Rand had heard Sinmon's remark and was waiting for his response. Lancer
flashed hima brief |ook and said: "I've been with these people for a long tinme, Sinon, and | plan
to be with themright to the end.”

Si non of fered an under st andi ng nod.

"This was just a skirmish in a rmuch bigger war," said Rand.

“Well, | hope all of you will return sonmeday. And when you do, we'll have the cel ebration
you deserve." Sinon enbraced Lancer and wi shed hi m I uck

On their way out of the city (Lancer, Annie, and Marl ene squeezed into the Beta's cranped
storage space), the teamflew over the remains of a netal statue that had once stood proudly in
the harbor. It had once synbolized liberty, Lancer expl ai ned.

Scott regarded it and said: "I only hope we can return that to the world someday."

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Ref | ex Point consists of a central hem spherical hive close to what was once the city of Col unbus,
Ohi 0 and several attendant structures linked to it by numerous Protoculture conduits and
instrunmentality lines. There appear to be seven secondary nodes-one at twelve o'clock, a second at
two, a third at four, a fourth and fifth at seven, and a sixth and seventh at el even-along with an
unatt ached and somewhat | arger dome, south at six o'clock. And that's about the best we can offer
you right now, fellows. W hope you'll be able to tell us nore once you get down there.

An excerpt fromthe Mars Devi sion prem ssion brief-as quoted by Xandu Reemin his biography of
Scott Bernard

She was nost definitely humanoid but of indeterm nate, often variable height. The formwas as

cl ose an approximation of Zor's as was possible for the Invid Queen-Mther; with her children she
could work wonders, but to becone |like them she would need to divest herself conpletely, a thought
beyond contenpl ati on. Her craniumwas well shaped but hairless, her |large, exotic eyes a deep
royal -blue, elongated to near slits, with sparse |ashes and pencil-thin brows. She was attired in
gloves and a full-length red robe whose curious collar encased her ears |like a kind of neck brace.
Two oval -shaped sensors were set into the robe's collar; they matched a third that was affixed to
her breast.

She was deep inside the hem spherical hive that was the living heart of Reflex Point,
posi ti oned beneath an enornous gl obe of Protoculture instrunentality, her Iink with the outside
world in which her children Iived and died. The trigger point for the Flower of Life grew near
but the recent events had made her nmore fearful than encouraged by its tinely approach. The
experiment in racial transnutation had becone hurried and desperate now, in the face of an
i mmi nent Human onsl aught fromthe far reaches of space, fromthat very world that had once dooned
her own Optera to death-the Tirol that haunted her nenories and dreans.
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How | i ke those war-hungry creatures | have beconme in ny drive to possess this world! she
told herself. But wasn't this a condition of the body she inhabited?

It was strange that this very Human form shoul d be deenmed the one best suited to her
designs for racial transmutation, that these very beings she and her children had | abored to
ensl ave should prove the formnost suitable to the planet itself. And yet didn't she know
somewhere in her heart that this would have to be the true form the formthat she had grown to
| ove, the formthat Zor had inhabited when he first seduced the secrets of the Flower from her
i nnocent and trusting nature?

The Regis was well aware of the recent destruction of her outpost in the Human city of
tall towers and artificial environnents, and that the Robotech rebels who had so far eluded her
were quickly closing in on the central hive conplex. But she couldn't hold Corg or Sera
accountable for their failures, or even Ariel, now that she understood. It was this physical form
itself that was to blame; once instilled with consciousness, a subtle sabotage began to occur, an
undernining of all spiritual vigor. It was like the Protoculture itself, that artificiality the
Robot ech Masters had conjured fromher precious flowers. These bodi es took over the stuff of sou
and subverted its true purpose, enslaved it to enotions and whins and unfathomable interior
currents.

But if these things were not far fromher mnd, they were at |east sonmewhat renoved from
her priorities-the continuation of the Great Wrk. And the Human form however gross, would have
to serve themin this purpose; it would nmerely represent a stage on the way to the fina
realization, the transcendence itself.

The sky above the western horizon was drai ned of color and angry with flashes of intense
light, brighter than the mdday sun. It was all the world's lightning in concert, a blinding
stroboscopi ¢ show that could be seen and felt for a radius of one hundred niles.

Scott | ooked into the face of it, hands shielding his eyes fromrandom bursts of unearthly
whi t eness. The assault has begun, he told hinmself with a m xture of excitenment and terror.
Hunter's forces have arrived and are attacking the hive conplex itself.

The team was at the eastern perineter of Reflex Point, Veritechs and Cycl ones grounded
after Scott's advance sightings and subsequent commands to regroup. They were in an area that had
seen relatively recent tectonic upheavals, jagged outcroppings that |ooked as though they had been
thrust up fromthe bowels of hell and had no place in this otherwi se stable terrain of soft
grassl ands and rolling hills.

Anni e stared at the sky in wonder. "Is it sone kind of stornf? A tornado, maybe?"

Rand and Rook, exchanged grimglances. "I wish it were," Rand told his young friend. Bass
sounds were runbling across the sky, seconds |ate of the explosions that birthed them

“I't has to be Adnmiral Hunter," Scott said behind them Squinting, he could discern dark
shapes streaking through that celestial chaos. Hundreds of shapes-fighters, necha, and surely the
Invid ships launched to engage them "Let's nove in," he said firmy. "Wt can't just stand here
and watch."

They kept to the high ground and began a slow forward advance. Qddly enough, the |ight
show seened to wane as they approached, and when at |ast they reached the arena itself-a wooded
val l ey, host to a wide, meandering riser-they understood why.

"We're too late," Scott inforned everyone over the net.

They could see for thensel ves what he meant fromtheir vantage on a cliff overl ooking the
battl eground. The | andscape was littered with the snoldering remains of Veritechs and Invid Pincer
Shi ps and Trooper craft. Patches of forest across the valley were burning, and |ayers of snoke and
gas hovered above the valley floor |ike sone nefarious fog; it was as though the land itself had
bel ched up fire and gas fromits seething nether regions. In the distance, the uppernost portion
of a heni spherical hive was visible, squadrons of Invid closing on it |like wasps returning to
their nest. A huge gunship crashed and burned while the team watched hel pl essly.

"It's too horrible,"” Annie sobbed, putting her face in her hands, and remenbering Point-K
and simlar horrors. Marlene put her arm around Annie's shoul der and pulled her close. Lunk turned
around in the front seat of the APC to stroke Annie's back.

"lI've never seen ships like these," Lancer said fromthe seat of the Cyclone. Rand and
Rook were nearby on their necha. O the three VIs, only the Beta had been noved in, and Scott was
over head now, hovering at the edge of the cliff.

"They nust be the | atest upgrades,” said Lunk. "But | guess there's still sone flaws in
t he design, huh?”

Scott heard the comment. "Can that talk, Lunk," he barked over the net. "This was only an
advance group. The adnmiral is probably trying to ascertain the defensive strength of the hive
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conpl ex. But he'll be back-you can count on that now "

Lunk grunted an apol ogy.

"I"'mgoing in to check things out down there," Scott continued, bringing up the Beta's
rear thrusters. "Stay put until you receive ny all clear."

"Sonebody wake ne up," Anni e pl eaded, rubbing her eyes. "This has to be just sone terrible
ni ght mare."

Scott's signal cane an hour later, and the seven team nenbers gathered by the river to
honor the dead. Scott had | ooked everywhere but hadn't found a single survivor. The snoky
aftermath of the battle was beginning to disperse, but the stench of death lingered in the coo
air.

"What now, Scott?" asked Lancer.

Anni e grabbed hold of Rook's elbow "Can't we just |leave? | hate this place."

Rook had turned to answer her, but the ground beneath their feet was suddenly quaki ng and
rendi ng open. Everyone fell back as an Invid Pincer Ship pushed itself up out of the earth. No
bl asters were drawn, however, because it was obvious that the thing was finished; it had been
I ethally shot and was | eaking nutrient.

"Back!" Rand cautioned the others. The ship pitched forward on its face, spew ng the
viscous green fluid fromits wounds. "You don't want to get any of that stuff on you!"

They all remenbered when he had been slined and couldn't get the snell off himfor a week.
Nevert hel ess, they were intent on watching the puddl e spread and turned away only when they heard
the sound of a nuffled comrand ring out behind them

"Hold it right where you are! Don't nove!"

Scott swung around anyway, hand at his weapon, but stopped short of raising it. The source
of command was a sol dier who was aimng sone sort of shoul der-nounted device at them but
underneath that shiny black hel net and gl eam ng body arnor the sol dier was Human, Scott was
certain of that nuch.

"Who are you?" the soldier denmanded in a curious voice, panning the device across the
faces of the team There was no hostility in the voice but a certain intensity Scott coul dn't
i medi ately identify.

"Are you with the Expeditionary Force?" he asked.

The sol di er shushed himand fiddled with the controls of the device. Scott realized that
it was a video canera

"Let's try it again-and no questions this time. Now who are you?" The soldier swng the
camera on Scott

“1'm Li eutenant Scott Bernard, Twenty-first Squadron, Mars Division, but-"

"Teeming Tirol!" The sol di er excl ai ned, pausing the shot. "Mars Division? And the rest of
you?"

"These are ny personnel," Scott began. "W've been together-"

"Freedom fighters! | got it, | got it!" the soldier said, recormencing to shoot the team

"Li eutenant - Bernard, did you say?...Lieutenant Bernard and his ragtag band of freedom fighters,
weary after their long journey to Reflex Point and disheartened by the devastating defeat suffered
by the first wave of Admiral Hunter's assault group, contenplate their next-"

"That's about enough of that, mster!"™ Scott interrupted, taking a threatening step
forward. "Just who are you and what the hell do you think you're doing?!"

The sol dier shut off the camera and doffed the hel net.

Scott's nouth fell open. Not because she was that beautiful-although her |ong black hair
and piercing green eyes had been known to stop nmen in their tracks-but sinply because he hadn't
figured on confronting a woman.

"My nanme is Sue Graham " the photographer was saying. "I'ma photojournalist attached to
the Thirty-sixth Squadron, Jupiter Division."

"Then you're with the Expeditionary Force,
fleet due?"

"Soon, " G aham answered hi m absently, training her canera on the fallen Invid' s |eaking
wounds. "Maybe | can get a shot of you and the admiral shaking hands. That's sonething that shoul d
be included in the archives: Hunter congratul ates one of his officers on a job well done." G aham
| ooked at Scott. "You have been doing a fine job, haven't you, Lieutenant? Were are the rest of
the Twenty-first?"

"Dead," Scott said nastily.

G aham gl anced at the nearby wecks of Veritechs and troop carriers. "Guess that gives us
sonet hing in conmon. "

Scott said excitedly. "When is the rest of the
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Scott glowered at her. "I don't think so, Gaham | didn't just stand around shooting
footage while ny conrades died."

"Ch, really? Just what exactly were you doing while your conrades were dying, Bernard?"

Rand snarled, "Listen, you," and started to nove in, but Scott gestured for himto stay
put.

Graham regarded Scott and his team "Look, don't you think we should get out of here
before the Invid show up? O would you rather stand around and argue?"

"You heartless bitch," Scott seethed, bringing up his fists.

Lancer stepped between Scott and Graham "Take it easy, Scott. |f she can watch her
friends die without so nuch as flinching, there's nothing we can say to put a dent in her."

G aham snorted. "Bunch of soft sisters."”

Lancer had to get Scott in a full nelson to restrain him But he m ght have broken free
anyway had it not been for another of Marlene's early-warning-system headaches.

"Scott," she said, pained. "They're coning!"

Rook armed her blaster and | ooked around for cover. "Let's go, boys, let's go..."

"Push over your Cyclones," G aham shouted, scooping up her helnet and gesturing to the
mecha. "Deactivate the systens so the Invid will think the pilots have been killed."

Rand nade a face at her. "Jeez, space cadet, you think we need to hear that fromyou?
W' ve been fighting these-"

"Here they cone!" Lunk warned. Everyone turned their eyes west: The sky was dotted with
hundreds of alien ships, black spots on the face of the setting sun

Scott tore hinself away fromthe scene and glanced nervously right and left; ultinately he
fixed his sights on the necha. "W better do as she says. Then make for the trees, everybody!"

More than a dozen Invid ships put down where Scott and the team had stood no nore than an
hour before-Pincer craft nostly, seemingly under the command of a blue | eader. Curiously enough
they didn't fan out to search the woods but wandered around the battle weckage instead, as though
searching for sonmething. On several occasions they canme close to crushing the overturned Cycl ones,
and a mndl ess pincer sw pe al nost sent the APC off the slope (where it was supposed to appear
crashed) and down into the river bel ow

From the edge of the woods, Scott's team of irregulars watched the aliens' novenents with
growing alarm The search party represented nore collective firepower than any of them had yet
wi t nessed, and Scott couldn't help but wonder about it. He was saying as nuch to Rand, when Sue
Graham suddenly stood up and began filning the Invid.

"Graham what are you doing?!" Scott whispered frombehind the fallen tree that conceal ed
them "You're going to give away our position!" It was getting dark now, but that was no reason to
t ake chances.

"Every piece of footage adds to our know edge, Lieutenant,” she answered himcal my
"Besides, | don't have any decent shots of these things on two feet. Most of it's aeria
sequences, and |'m not about to |ose the opportunity now "

Scott reached over and grabbed her ankle, twisting it and forcing her to sit down. "You do
that on your own time, Graham" he grated. "Not when there are other lives at stake."

A short time later, the Invid patrol left the area and the team began to rel ax sonmewhat.
Lunk, Rand, and Lancer stole their way to the APC and returned with the sl eeping gear and
provi sions. They nade canp in a small cabin fifty feet into the woods.

Meanwhil e, Sue Graham filled Scott in on what she knew about the Earth forces' inmminent
i nvasi on. She had spent the past year aboard the SDF-3 as Adniral Hunter's personal photographer
and she couldn't say enough good things about the man. She didn't say what had nade her join the
ranks of Jupiter Division, but it was obvious to Scott that there was some intrigue connected to
the nove. They spoke of Tirol and Fantoma, of Rem and Cabell, and of other notabl e people they
both knew. Scott felt hinself growi ng strangely honesick for deep space if not for Tirol itself,
and even his attitude toward the journalist was softening somewhat. The red bodysuit she was
wearing in place of the arnmor hel ped.

"The third attack unit is in prelinmnary maneuvers at a base on the far side of the noon,"
Graham was sayi ng now. She had set her canera up to project sone of the hol ographic footage she
had shot, and everyone was gathered around. "Here's a shot of the site," she narrated as views of
deep space and the warships of the Expeditionary fleet Iit up the darkness.

"The admiral's fleet is due to rendezvous with the advance units any day now. Squadrons of
new generation Veritechs will arrive with the fleet. They've been codenanmed Shadow Fi ghters."

Scott, Lunk, and Lancer |eaned toward the hol o-image for a better view. The craft | ooked
sonething |ike the standard VTs but were colored a nonreflective gray-black and had a nore
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pronounced delta-w ng design

"Why " Shadow Fighter'?" Lunk wanted to know.

Graham changed di scs; technical readouts now filled the bolo-field, replacing the space
footage. "The Protoculture generators of the new generation VIs have been redesigned to include a
fourth-di nensi onal configuration that renders the Shadow Fighter invisible. The N chols drive,
it's called. "

Scott had a hundred nore questions in mnd, but once again it was Marl ene who threw him
off track. She uttered a | ow nban and began to sink into that posture of agony they had al
wi tnessed so often. Sue Graham | ooked at the red-haired wonman skeptically and asked: "Wat's with
this one, anyway?"

Scott ignored her and crept to the edge of the woods to search the skies. Sure enough, the
I nvid squadron was returning, their thrusters blazing in the night. Scott ordered everyone
forward, and silently they made for the valley floor to investigate the eneny's reappearance.
Mar | ene, even though breathless with pain, was the first to notice that the cockpit of the blue
| eader was openi ng.

And out of the innards of the ship stepped what | ooked |ike a Human bei ng: a young nan
with long blond hair in a tight-fitting broadly striped uniformof black and green. He issued a
command the team strained to hear, and two of the Pincer Ships appeared to acknowl edge himw th
rai sed cl aw sal utes.

"Hurman pilots!" Grahamsaid in anazenent.

"Anot her turncoat,"” said Rand. "Just |ike that wonan we saw...The Invid nmust have a thing
for blondes.™

"Quiet!" Scott told him "I'mcertain they know we're here.

"Maybe not, Lieutenant," said G aham al nost casually, the canera perched on her shoul der.

Rook turned around to ook up at her. "Then what? Sone piece of Robotech necha?"

"Exactly. A syncro-cannon.”

Scott was the only one who knew what she was tal king about; the rest of them were
scratching their heads while he cursed Grahamfor not telling himearlier that the assault group
had been equi pped with such a weapon.

“"It's a particl e-beam weapon,
against the Invid. "

"I't nust pack one helluva wallop if the Invid are bothering to ook for it," Rand
comment ed

"It does,” Sue told him still filmng the aliens' novenents. "That's why | hid it from

he expl ai ned. "The cannon was devel oped by Dr. Lang for use

t hem "

Scott shot to his feet and yanked the canera out of Grahanis grasp. "Were, G ahanf? And no
ganes. "

"In a cave." She gestured wi thout |ooking. "About a click or so upriver."

Roughly, Scott shoved the camera back into her hands.

"W've got to get that weapon before they find it."

"“Count ne out, Lieutenant," said G aham

"Ever hear of loyalty, or self-sacrifice?"

She snmirked. "We've all got our jobs to do. For nme, it's this." She patted the canera.

"Pl ease, Scott," Marlene said, cutting themoff, reaching up for his hand. "Don't try to
go out there. You'll be killed."

Scott squeezed her hand and smiled thinly. "I'Il see that weapon destroyed before | see it
fall into their claws.” He turned to glare at Sue Gaham "That's ny job...but | can't expect you
to understand."

Graham | aughed shortly, patting the canera again. "Just give nme sone good footage, hero.
I"1l nmake you a star."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

God knows Rick and | have had our share of difficulties, Max, especially during the weeks
following his decision to join the Sentinels, as you probably recall. But this is worse than that,
and it's beginning to prey on ne. Sue's with himday and night lately, and Rick doesn't seemto
mnd it one bit-the lecher. He clains Sue sees himas sone kind of father figure, but just who
does he think he's kidding? She's infatuated with him and I'mworried that he is going to fal

for it one night-the Ioneliness of command and all that rot. Max, can't we just see about getting
her transferred? Wio'd be the w ser?

Li sa Hayes-Hunter in a letter to Max Sterling
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Qddl y enough, sone of them nmanaged to get a little sleep. Marlene had nade Scott promise to wait
at least until norning before nmaking an attenpt to go after the syncro-cannon. He had given his
word, proverbial fingers crossed behind his back, if only to cal mher down. She had appeared
especially stressed out for the past week, and Scott was worried about her, so he wasn't surprised
to hear her call out in the mddle of the night. He slipped out of his sleeping bag and went to
her side; she seened to sense his presence and cone around, smling weakly up at himin the
nmoonl i ght .

"I feel so strange, so alone, Scott... "

He reached out to stroke her luxuriant hair. "It's because we're so close to Refl ex Point,
Marl ene. | was afraid this would happen; that's why | wanted you to stay with Sinon... " He was
suddenly aware that she wasn't listening to himbut staring instead at the hol o-1ocket that had
slipped fromhis shirt.

"You'll never forget her, the worman in your pendant...She was very special, wasn't she?"
Scott held the heart-shaped nenmento in the palmof his hand and regarded it for a nonent.
"She was special, but so are you, Marlene." He placed his hand agai nst her cheek. "I wear this to

remind ne...Sonetines it's the only thing that gives nme the strength to go on."

“I"'msorry | brought it up," she said sleepily, and rolled over in her bag.

Scott heard the roar of thrusters and went to the door and | ooked up. Through the trees he
could see three Invid patrol ships streak across the night sky. Lancer was beside himnow, he had
the watch and had returned to the cabin at the sound of Marlene's cries. "Everything all right?"
he asked.

Scott led himaway fromthe doorway. "Nobody has enough strength left to hold on to,
Lancer. If we don't finish this thing soon..." Scott let it go and uttered a soft curse ainmed at
the stars. "Wat's keeping Hunter? Doesn't he realize-"

"Don't, Scott," Lancer said, cutting himoff. "W just have to keep taking things one step
at atine."

"l suppose you're right." Scott turned to | ook back at his sleeping friends and teanmates.
"We've just got to-Lancer, where's Rand?!"

Lancer swung around and saw the enpty bedroll-then another. "Annie's nissing, too."

Scott stepped deeper into the woods to whisper their names in the dark. "They're with
Graham |'msure of it,"” Scott told Lancer angrily. "Wke everyone up. W've got trouble.”

Ten minutes later, what renained of the teamwas ready for action; Lunk and Marl ene were
hel pi ng Scott, Lancer, and Rook into their battle arnor. "My guess is that Grahamis | eading them
to the syncro-cannon,"” Scott was saying now. They were gathered at the edge of the woods and could
see that the Invid were still patrolling the area. "W have no choi ce-we have to get the Veritechs
up. "

"I can't believe Rand woul d be foolish enough to Iisten to that woman," said Lancer. "And
to take Annie with him.."

Rook snorted. "Doesn't surprise me any. | think he's hot for that photographer.” She
di sregarded the fact that Rand had tried to take Graham s head off earlier in the day.

"I know why he did it," Marlene offered, |ooking awmay fromthem "Because | nade such a
scene about Scott going."

Lancer flashed her an understanding |look. "Still, why would he take Annie?"

"That was probably Graham s idea," Scott answered him "Can't you understand what she's up
to?" he continued, seeing their puzzled | ooks. "The whole idea is to try to get sone terrific
action footage for herself. Think about it: Annie and Rand, two freedomfighters far from hone."

Scott was correct on every count, including his hunch that Sue G aham had set the whole
thing in notion. She and Rand and Annie were picking their way across a steep, rock-strewn incline
now, nearing the place where Graham cl ai ned to have hi dden the Robotech weapon. Neither Rand nor
Annie mnded in the |l east that Gahamwas getting it all down on disc; after all, this was a
heroi ¢ undertaki ng, and who along the long road they had travel ed had taken such an interest in
their actions? And while it was true that Rand had been affected by Marlene's concern for Scott's
safety, his notivations were nore selfish than considerate

What Graham had terned a cave was actually a kind of pocket in the hillside, well
conceal ed and protected by a broad earthen overhang. Several Invid patrol ships had overflown the
area, but the cannon had thus far escaped detection. Rand wasn't all that inpressed by his first
sight of the thing. But the weapon was massive, he had to adnmit, with a boxcar-sized barrel that
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had a kind of mitered nmuzzle. There was an adjacent drive unit, its front cockpit portion enclosed
by a bubble shield. The whol e arrangenent was nounted on a three-|egged circular base that housed
the weapon's thrusters and hoverports. It rem nded Rand of some of the artillery used by the Arny
of the Southern Cross in the Second Robotech War

Rand and Graham scranbl ed down the sl ope while Annie waved good |uck fromthe overhead
| edge. The phot ographer trained her canera on the young girl, then swung around to catch Rand as
he was seating hinmself at the cannon's controls.

"On second thought, this thing | ooks awesone;" he said, grinning for the lens. "But I'm
sure I'll be able to handle it. Wiy, when | think back to sone of the spots we've-"

"CGet started!" Gahamyelled fromthe ground. "I want to get a shot of you com ng out of
t he cave."

Rand's face reflected his disappointnment, but a nonment |ater he was pushing buttons and
flipping switches, the cannon's thruster fires roaring to life beneath him He had had linited
experience with Hovercraft of any sort, but what he knew was enough to send the weapon free of its
rocky enclosure and place it to strategic advantage on a high | edge overl ooking the valley fl oor
the river a dark, sinuous ribbon below him Infrared scanners told himwhere the Invid patrol
shi ps were thickest, and wi thout nuch thought as to the consequences, Rand slipped on a pair of
targeting goggl es and began to armthe gun

Back at Annie's side now, Sue G aham ai ned her camera and readi ed herself for the shot.

The syncro-cannon erupted, spewing a flash of blue fire into the night. The first bl ast
tore right through four Invid Enforcer ships, a streaking projectile through paper targets. No
nmore | ooking for vul nerable spots now, Rand said to hinself. He grinned and triggered three foll ow
up one to take out the survivors that were naking for the skies.

Suddenly patrol craft and Troopers were lifting off all across the valley. It was as
t hough sonmeone had tossed a snoke bonb into a into a bee's nest. And Rand kept firing, scorching
earth and air alike with the cannon's devastating salvos. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he
saw Graham in her arnor now and astride a black Cycl one.

"Hey, what are you up to?" he asked her over the tactical net. He saw Graham gesture to
her camera

"“I've got work to do."

"But we're going to need you now that we've stirred everything up!" Rand yelled, but she
was al ready gone.

Scott and the others took to the Veritechs at the cannon's first discharge. Rook hadn't
wi t nessed such an incredible display of power since the early battles between the last of the
Sout hern Cross and the first Invid wave. But even so, this was Reflex Point, not some | ow echel on
out post hive staffed with Scouts and a couple of Trooper, ships. For every ten Invid the cannon
destroyed, there were ten nore in the air, and Rook began to curse Rand for taking it on hinself
to confront them

The three Veritechs had a bad tinme of it; that they survived at all was in no small way a
result of the pandenoni um Rand's shots were causi ng. Nunerous though they were, the Pincer Ships
and Troopers seenmed to be buzzing around in a blind rage, desperate to counterattack but at a | oss
as to direction; in some cases they were even anni hilating one other. Consequently, Scott, Rook,
and Lancer were able to inflict a good deal of secondary danage as the syncro-cannon continued to
send swat hs of blue death into the field.

But the Invid ultimately | ocated the cannon, and their forces proved to be nore than Rand
could handle. Recalling what Scott had said earlier-that he woul d rather see the cannon destroyed
than fall to the eneny-Rand saw to it that that was the case, arm ng the syncro's self-destruct
mechani sm even as Pincer Ships were nmoving in to overwhel mhim He had rejoined Annie and was
shielding her with his own body when the thing finally blew, taking twenty or nore Invid ships
with it.

"I didn't want to bl ow the dam thing up,"” Rand explained to Annie as dirt and rocks
rai ned down on them "But it was better than letting themget their steely paws on it!"

Shortly, the Beta was hovering over them a rescue rope dangling blessedly fromits
undercarriage. Rand was shocked to find Marlene in the rear conpartnment, but Scott told himthat
they couldn't risk |eaving anyone behind. Lunk was off somewhere in the APC. Rand sent Anni e back
to sit with Marlene and clinbed into the Beta's rear cockpit seat.

"Prepare for necha separation,” Scott told himover the net. He said nothing about G aham
and not hi ng about Rand's action, hoping to nake Rand feel all the worse about it.

“I''"'mready, Commander," Rand said by way of apol ogy.

He then turned to the wonen and told themto brace thensel ves.
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Sue Graham was overjoyed at the shots she had been getting: entire squadrons of Invid
Pi ncer Ships Ships reduced to slag heaps by blasts fromthe syncro-cannon; Veritechs and alien
Troopers going at it tooth and claw in Earth's night skies; the ground-shaking self-destruction of
the cannon itself-Invid craft clasped onto it like so many frenzied | and crabs; the frightened
| ook on the face of the young femal e freedomfighter as she clinbed toward the safety of the
hovering Beta Fighter. It was splendid stuff, fantastic-the kind of footage that woul d earn her
awar ds.

She knew that Lieutenant Bernard had caught sight of her once or tw ce during the chaos
and was wel|l aware of what he thought of her. But she found it easy to disniss himfrom her
concerns. It might be a bit unconfortable later on, Sue told herself, but with the main fleet
al ready overdue, she wouldn't have to put up with the lieutenant's flak for very long. She had to
admt, though, that he had certainly provided her with sone of the day's best action sequences-
especially now that his Beta had undergone necha separation and his notley band had al
reconfigured their fighters to Battloid node. It had been a long tinme since she had seen techno-
knights dishing it out. She kept her camera trained on the skies for a tine, singling out the red
Al pha and its attractive pilot.

But suddenly her I ens found an even nore interesting subject: the bl ond Human who had
stepped fromthe Invid command ship the day before. She had seen his craft off and on during the
battle, but now she had himfully in her sights. And so, apparently, did the pilot of the Beta's
rear conponent-that daredevil Rand. The two ships, Battloid and Invid comrmander, exchanged hyphens
of laser fire and fl ocks of heat-seeking missiles; they darted across the valley like two insects
in a kind of death ritual. But in the end it was the Earthling who prevailed; his nissiles tore
into the hovering, perhaps depleted ship and holed it top to bottom blow ng away one of its
cannon arnms and sending it into a |lethal dive.

Sue reconfigured her Cyclone to Battle Arnor node and zooned in to neet it, a gleamng
figure in black hopping across the battle-scarred terrain. Mst of the drone ships had al so taken
note of their conmander's deni se and were fleeing the arena in the direction of the central hive.

Sue raised her canera and took a few steps toward the fallen ship, its pilot on the ground
nmoti onl ess beside it. He had scanpered out of the ruined cockpit and col |l apsed, but Sue was
certain he wasn't dead. As she stepped closer, the blond man got up, gasping. She centered himin
the | ens brackets and asked: "Wo are you? How | ong have you been fighting for then? What's the
Regis really like?"

The pilot dropped to his knees, lianas tight against his abdomen and stared at her
unconpr ehendi ngly. Then he was on his feet again, taking shuffling steps.

Sue heard the angry rasp of thrusters behind her and turned to | ook up at the source of
the sound. It was one of the few remaining Pincer Ships, evil on its mnd. She broke into a wild
run, but the first discs were already on their way. For a brief instant her eyes net those of the
blond pilot, before white light erased the world..

Scott got off a few rifle/cannon shots at the retreating Pincer Ship, but the thing got
away. He ordered a sweep of the area, then put down where he had seen the command ship crash and
Sue Graham shoot her | ast footage. Lunk, Lancer, and the rest joined himafter a nonent.

"Hey, is this guy really an Invid or what?" Lunk said, standing over the body of the blond
man as though afraid to touch it.

Scott went over to the photographer and gently renoved her helnet. Alive but nortally
wounded, Sue let out a long, deep npban. Scott tried to cradle her head in his lap, but the bul ky
arnmor of the Cyclone prevented it. He pushed her hair away from her face.

"It seens |'ve got pictures of an Invid with the body of a Human," she nanaged to say,
| ooki ng up at Scott through gl azed eyes.

"Were they worth dying for, G ahan®?"

Behi nd him Anni e was naki ng di sgusted sounds. She and Lunk and Marl ene watched as green
bl ood pulsed fromthe pilot's wounds. "Anybody that bl eeds green blood nust be an Invid," she
announced. "But how come they look Iike us all of a sudden? | nean, he | ooks al nrost Human, doesn't
he, Marl ene?”

"Li ke that other blond pilot," said Lancer. "That wonman."

Anni e turned around to find out why Marlene wasn't answering her; she saw that Marl ene was
staring wi de-eyed at a wound she had received to her |left shoulder. Al arnmed, Annie reached out.
Then she noticed the bl ood.

It was green.

Anni e col | apsed to her knees in disbelief. Was it possible that through all their nonths
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toget her she had never seen Marlene bleed? It had to be sone kind of m stake-a hallucination

Anni e's actions had drawn everyone's attention, and all eyes were now fixed on Marlene. No
one knew how to react: soneone might as well have told themthat Marlene was suffering froma
fatal disease. The pale wonman | ooked fromface to face, then put her hands to her head in a
gesture of conplete shock. "No! No!" she screaned, tossing her head back and forth.

Scott left Sue's side to calm Marlene, uncertain hinself and denying the evidence with
each step. He put his hand out to touch the wound, to see for hinmself if this wasn't just sone
trick of the night..

The two of them exchanged | ooks of dismay as they regarded the blood on his fingertips.
"Marlene..." he stamered. "I..."

She stared at him tears stream ng down her face, turned, and ran off. Only Rand nade a
move to stop her, but Scott restrained him

"But we can't just let her |eavel"

Scott's lips were a thin line when he turned to his friend. "She'|ll be back," he prom sed.
"l don't know what's going on here...this pilot, now Marlene...but | know she'll never be able to
live anong the Invid again. We're her famly, Rand. We're her famly!"

CHAPTER FI FTEEN
Captain, there's something wong with the engines! They're just not respondi ng!
Remark attributed to someone in the SDF-3 engi neering section

On the far side of the noon, the warships of the main fleet denaterialized from hyperspace-sl eek
swanl i ke destroyers with |long tapering necks and sweptback wi ngs. They were enornous

battl ecrui sers shaped |i ke stone-age war clubs with crinson underbellies; dorsal-finned tri-
thrusters and Veritech transports that resenbled clusters of ol d-fashioned boilers; and of course
t he squadrons of new generation assault necha, the so-call ed Shadow Fi ghters.

On the bridge of the flagship, General Reinhardt waited for word of Admiral Hunter's
arrival, while the rest of the fleet forned up on his lead. Filling the front viewports was the
Earth they had cone so far to reclaim Reinhardt regarded the world as one would a precious stone
set on black velvet. Al nost sixteen years, he thought to hinself. |Is this a drean?

He shook his head, as if to clear thoughts of the past fromhis mind, and turned his
attention to the nmonitors above the command chair. Here were displayed views of |ocal space,
Earth's silver satellite, and the gleam of a thousand hulls touched by sunlight. But there was

still no sign of the admral. Reinhardt slanmed his thin hand agai nst the chair's comruni cat or
button. "Anything yet?"
"No sign," the astrogation officer responded.

"That damm ship's jinxed," Reinhardt nmuttered to hinself. "I told Hunter sonething |like
this woul d happen..."

The bridge controller flashed hima | ook across the bridge. "Reconmend we initiate attack
sequence, sir. W can't afford to wait nmuch longer for the SDF-3. Al approach vectors have been
pl otted and | ocked in, and conditions now read optinmm status."

Rei nhardt drew his hand across his face. "All right," he said after a nmonent. "Issue the
codes. "

The controller swng around to his console and tapped in series of commands, speaking into
the m kes while his fingers flew across the keyboard.

"All units are to proceed to rendezvous coordi nates Thonas-Victor-Delta. Attack group
three will remain and await instructions from SDF-3 conmand. Attack group two will continue to
obj ective Reflex Point, activating cloaking device at T minus five mnutes and counting... Good
| uck, everyone, and may God be with us for a change..."

Ground force units and their conpanion VT strike groups had already | anded. Scott and the
t eam had been on hand to greet them and in the ensuing excitenent everyone forgot about Marlene
for a few nonents. She hadn't been seen since dawn, when the painful realization of her identity
had I ed to her flight.

Sue G aham was dead.

The Invid hadn't shown thenselves either, which in itself was a positive sign. Scott stil
didn't know what to make of the Human or hunanoid pilots they were apparently using. He wanted
desperately to believe that Marlene was in fact the amesiac captive he had cone to | ove-that that
green bl ood was sonething the Invid had done to her-and that they would reunite when all this was
finished once and for all. But there were just too many reasons to think otherw se, and for the
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first time in over a year he found hinself recalling Dr. Lang's theories concerning the Invid
Regis and her ability to transnute the genetic stuff of her children into any form she chose.
These were fleeting thoughts, however, gl ossed over while preparations got under way for a full-
scal e invasion of the central hive.

The irregul ars had been attached to the ground forces under the command of Captain
Harrington, a darkhaired, clean-shaven young man who t hanked Scott for the recon information he
had gathered and pronptly dismissed it. They were all in a group now, atop a thickly wooded rise
that overl ooked Reflex Point's centernost and | argest hive, a massive hem sphere of what | ooked
like glowing | ava surrounded by five towering sensor poles and a veritable forest of Optera trees-
those curious thirty-foot-high stalk and gl obes that were the final stage of the Flower of Life.
There was no Invid activity, visible activity, except for random flashes of angry |ightning, which
in their brief displays suggested a donelike barrier shield that enconpassed the hive itself.

"At last...we finally made it," Scott was saying. He was in Cyclone battle arnor, as were
Lancer, Rook, Rand, Lunk, and npbst of Harrington's troops. Veritechs had taken up positions in the
woods all around the hive, and the grassy slopes to the rear were covered with squads of Cycl one
riders.

"I don't want to burst your bubble," said Harrington, "but we've still got a Protoplex
energy barrier and a couple of thousand Invid Shock Troopers to get through."

Scott had a defensive reply in store for the captain but let it go. How could the nan be
made to understand what Reflex Point meant to Scott's tean? True, the Expeditionary Force had cone
a long way for this showdown, but Scott reckoned that the distance of the overland journey to this
nmonent as incal cul abl e.

"I want to nmake certain that the main Al pha force stays out of this until we punch a hole
in the barrier," Harrington was advising his subordinates. "W don't want to repeat yesterday's
ni stake and get themtoo stirred up. W'll let themthink we're of no consequence." Harrington
turned to Scott. "Lieutenant, |'mcounting on you to be ready with your fly-boys as soon as you
recei ve ny word, understood?"

"Sir!" said Scott. Lancer and Lunk joined himin a salute.

"I"'mso excited | could just scream " Annie enthused fromthe sidelines.

"It's going to be awesone, " Rand sai d besi de her

Scott threw Rand, Rook, and Annie a stern |ook. "Forget it, you're not coming. This is
strictly a nmilitary operation."

"You're lucky to be out of it," Lancer added at once and al nost cheerfully, hoping to
mtigate Scott's pronouncenent sonewhat.

Rook went from sadness to anger in an instant. "Well, we sure don't want to interfere now
that the big boys have arrived, do we? | nean, all that action we've seen together-that was just
play fighting, right?"

Rand, too, was seething but was deternined not to showit. "Personally, I'min no hurry to
get nyself killed, Lieutenant, so it's fine with nme."

Anni e | ooked up at her two friends, then over at Scott, Lancer, and Lunk. "But it's not

fair to break us up like this just 'cause you guys were soldiers. W're still a teama fanily! You
can't just tell us to split up!"
Rook tried to soothe Annie while she cried. "I suppose this is good-bye, then." She had

packed away all her snide comments. "Good |uck, Scott."

Harrington gave orders for the attack to begin before Scott could answer her. Veritechs
configured in Guardian node lifted out of the woods to direct prelimnary fire against the hive,
filling the air with thunder and felling scores of Optera trees. And as fiery expl osions
fount ai ned around the hive, awakened Invid Shock Troopers energed fromthe ground to engage the
Earth forces one on one. Scott rushed to his fighter, but Lancer stopped to say a farewell to his
friends, even as Veritechs roared by overhead.

"I can't say it's always been fun, but it's certainly been terrific," Lancer yelled over
the tumult. "You three take care of yourselves, okay?"

"You take care," said Rand. "Renenber, | expect to see Yell ow Dancer performagain."

Lancer sniled coyly. "Don't worry, you will."

"“You prom se?" Rook asked.

Lancer | eaned over to kiss her lightly on the cheek. "Till we nmeet again."

It was a little too sweet and fatherly for her liking, but Rook said nothing. Lancer
behaved t he same toward Annie.

"Now, don't go and get married behind ny back."

"I won't," Annie said tearfully.

Lunk pulled up in the APC to wave good-bye as Lancer headed for his Al pha. "I'ma soldier
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again," he shouted, gesturing to his spotless battle arnor. "I'Il be seeing you guys!"
Rand watched his friend drive off. "A soldier again? Wat the heck does everyone think
we' ve been doing this past year?" He frowned at Rook. "They're all riding off into battle, right?
So how cone | feel like we're the only ones without invitations to a party?”

A short distance away, Scott waved good luck to Lunk and threw a salute back to his forner
t eammat es.

"That tears it!" Rand cursed. "I should've figured he'd say good-bye like that. A robby,
t hrough and t hrough. "

"Wuld you want it any other way?" Rook asked him returning Scott's salute and sniling.

Rand thought it over for a nonment, then brought the edge of his hand to his forehead
smartly.

Scott turned to his console and displays, |owering the canopy and activating the VI's rear
thrusters.

CGood- bye, ny friends, he said to hinself. Whatever happens now, at least I'll know the
three of you will get out of this alive.

Veritechs and Invid Shock Troopers were clashing throughout the field now Hundreds of
Pi ncer Ships had joined the fray and were buzzing around the hive in clusters four and five
strong. Only a few Cyclone riders had reconfigured their nmecha to Battle Arnor node; nost of them
were riding agai nst the hem sphere in a kind of cavalry charge, pouring all their fire against the
hive's flashing barrier shield.

Bursts of blinding |ight strobed across a sky littered with ships and crosshatched by
tracer rounds and hyphens of laser fire. Rand watched fromthe edge of the woods as Veritechs
swooped in on rel ease runs and booster-clinmbed into the sunlight. The sounds of battle runbled
t hrough the surrounding hills and shook the ground beneath his feet. He could see that the
battalion was neeting with heavy resistance, despite what Captain Harrington had said about
underplaying their hand. The Invid knew exactly what was at stake, and they weren't about to be
tricked.

| can't do it, he thought. | can't just stand here and watch t hem go!

Wthout a word to Rook or Annie, he donned his helnet and made for his Cyclone. They
called out after him

"I"'mnot going to sit it out after comng this far,” he told them "I figure the tine has
conme for a little well-neaning insubordination."”

Rook tried again to stop him to talk some sense into him but her words | acked conviction-
even she didn't believe what she was saying. "That idiot's going to get hinself killed w thout
sonebody to | ook after him™"

Anni e saw what was comnming but didn't bother to try to stop her other than to shout a
hal fhearted, "Wait!"-and that was only because she didn't want to be | eft behind. She began to
chase after them |eaving the woods and risking a mad unprotected dash across the battlefield, but
it was Lunk she ultimately caught up wth.

He had been riding escort to various Cyclone squads, adding his own nmissiles to the
riders' laser-array fire, when an Invid conmand ship he had finished off with heat-seekers al nost
toppled on him sending the APC out of control. Suddenly he was flung into the shotgun seat, and
the vehicle was skidding to a halt in the thick of the fighting. And the next thing he knew Annie
was in the driver's seat, practically standing up to reach the pedals and shouting: "I'll show you
how to handle this thing!"

"What the heck are you doi ng here?" he demanded, grateful and concerned at the sane tine.

Anni e accelerated, pinning himto the seat.

"What's it | ook Iike I'm doing?!"

"Cone on, Mnt, gime the wheel"

"Forget it!" she yelled into his face as he nmade a reach for it. "I'mnot gonna be |eft
behi nd anynore, Lunk!"

Lunk backed of f and regarded her. She was a trooper, he had to admit, a regular workout.

Deep within the hive, the instrunentality sphere glowed with images of the battle-a
Cycl one charge, an aerial encounter, death and devastation. A living flame of white energy now,
the Regi s beheld the spectacl e and understood.

"The Earth people have risen in great nunbers against us," she addressed her troops, in
position el sewhere in the hive. "And now they dare to attack our very center, to threaten all that
we have | abored to achieve. But this tine we will put an end to it. Corg, | call upon you to
defend the hive. Destroy them as they would us, for the greater glory of our race!"
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"It will be ny pleasure and ny privilege," Corg answered her fromthe cockpit of his
command ship. Behind him his elite squad of warriors readi ed thenselves as the hive began to
open, the subatomc stuff of the barrier shield pouring into fill the drone chanbers with white
radi ance.

But Corg was suddenly aware of a Human-sized figure silhouetted against that blinding
light. "No, wait! You mustn't!" it shouted.

Ariel, in her Human guise and garb, was bel ow him searching for sight of himin the
cockpit. "So, you've returned...Wat do you want?"

"I want to speak to the Regis. Let ne through-this nadness nust be stopped!"

"Madness?!" he shouted, stepping his ship forward nenacingly. "Wat are you sayi ng?

Ariel gestured to the outside world. "They're only fighting to regain the land that is
rightfully theirs...the land we've taken!"

"You've lived anong themtoo long, Ariel,"” Corg told her. "Or should | call you
Mar | ene?. .. Now stand aside!"

Corg leapt his ship over her head, nearly decapitating her, but she had ducked at the |ast
instant and was on all fours now, weeping, Sera's pink and purple ship towering over her

"Sera, you nust listen to ne," Marlene pleaded, getting to her feet. "Have we forgotten
our past? You yourself opened nmy nmind to these things. Have we forgotten that our own planet was
stolen fromus? What gives us the right to inflict the same evil on these peopl e?"

Sardoni ¢ laughter issued through the ship's externals. "So suddenly our Ariel renmenbers,"
sneered Sera. "And you would have us surrender...\Wll, we have traveled too far to concern
ourselves with this barbaric Iife-formls needs. Soon this will be our world, and our world al one.”

"We've traveled far, and yet we have | earned nothing."

Sera engaged her ship's power systens and leapt into the light, the roar of the thrusters
drowni ng out Marl ene's angui shed pl eas.

Qut side, the barrier had been breached by antinatter torpedoes delivered against it by two
Veritechs and subsequent blasts fromthe battalion's destabilizer cannons. Cyclone riders and
Battl oi ds were now punching through the rend and battling Pincer Ships on the ground nearest the
hi ve wal | .

The outpouring of Protoculture energy released fromthe shield was working a kind of
seasonal nmmgic across the | andscape, reconfiguring not only |local weather patterns but the life
processes of the flora itself. Rand and Rook, riding at the head of a contingent of Cycloners,
moved fromwinter to spring in a matter of seconds. Spores and pollen clusters the size of giant
snowf | akes were wafting through the newWly warned air; young grass was spreading |like sonme green
tide across the valley, and trees and flowers were bl ossoming in vibrant colors.

"This sure wasn't in the forecast!" Rand conmented over the net.

"Look at all these wildflowers! Poppies, narigolds-"

“"Yeah, but | don't like the look of that big cornflower up ahead."

Rook saw a bl ue Enforcer ship surfacing in front of them its cannon tips already agl ow
with primng charges. "Fan out," Rand ordered the rest of the Cyclone group as energy bolts were
thrown at them The two freedom fighters |launched their Cycs and changed over to Battle Arnor
node.

"Draw its fire!" said Rook, boostering up and off to the left.

Rand remai ned at ground |level, taunting the blue devil with trick shots, while Rook cane
in frombehind to drop the thing. But a second Invid suddenly appeared out of nowhere and swatted
her fromthe air with a cannon tw st that smashed one side of the arnor's backpack rig, shearing
away one of the necha's tires. She went into an uncontrolled fall with her back to the |arger
shi p, but Rand swooped in to position hinself between the two of them

"It's okay, |'ve got you covered."

"Leave it to ne!" she told him voice full of anger, as Rand triggered off a series of
futile shots.

“I'f I'dleft it to you, you' d be a pile of snmoking rubble by now, and I'm just too fond of
you to let that happen!"

"You' re what ?!"

Rand risked a | ook over his shoulder at her. "You heard nme-I'mfond of you, dammt!"

It was a hell of a tinme to be confessing his feelings, she thought, but it was turning out
to be one of those days. "I-I don't know what to say... "

Rand swung back to his opponent and saw that the Invid ship's cannons were about to fire.
"Don't say anything," he yelled in a rush, "just nmoooove!"

The cannons traversed and foll owed the Cycloners up, but the pilot's aimwas off, and Rand
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managed to sweep in and bull's-eye the ship from behind.

"Ni ce shooting there, cowboy," Rook said, coming alongside himlater. "I bet you try to
inpress all the girls that way."

There was a sweetness in her voice he had never heard before and a snile behind the
faceshield of her helnmet that lit up his heart. "No, only the ones who can outshoot ne," he
| aughed.

They were both some fifty feet off the ground, alnost leisurely in flight, as though the
battl e had ended. Then, wi thout warning, there was sonething up there with them a kind of
toweri ng di anond- shaped fl anme of white energy inside of which, naked and transcendent, was a Human
ferale with long, flowing red hair..

The vision, if that indeed was what it was, also appeared to Lunk and Annie, who were down
bel ow i n another part of the arena.

"What the devil is that thing?!'" Lunk said, back behind the wheel of the APC now.

At that the flame seened to tinkerbell across the sky, as though calling to them Annie
swore to herself that she was seeing Marlene up there but disnissed the thought as wi shfu
thi nking. The flane, however, did seemto be beckoning to them

"Do you get the feeling it wants us to followit?"

"That seems to be the idea," said Lunk, putting the vehicle into gear. "And |'ve | earned
that you never say no to a hallucination."

At the sane tine, alnost directly over the hive, where the fighting had been fast and
furious, Scott and Lancer were reconfiguring their fighters to Battloid nbode in the hope that sone
of the Expeditionary Force fly-boys would follow their [ead. The air conbat units had been
sust ai ni ng heavy | osses, and Scott reasoned that the boys had been flying far too long in zero-gee
theaters. He recalled the fear he had felt when Lunk first surprised himw th the Al pha-and back
then he was only going up against two or three Troopers ships, nothing like the swarns of Invid
aircraft that were in the skies today.

Reconfi gured, the two teanmates denonstrated what a year of guerrilla fighting had taught
them they dropped down close to the hive, rifle/cannons bl azing, and took out one after another
I nvid ship-even the nost recent entries to the aliens' supply: the Battloid-like Retaliator ships,
upscal e versions of the Invid Uban U ban Enforcer street machines. Lancer went so far as to bat a
couple of themwth the rifle/cannon, showing just howto make gravity work to one's advantage.

Then suddenly there was a kind of flane whisking along beside them tipped on its side and
i ncandescent .

Lancer said: "It's sone sort of vapor cloud, | think. But | can't get a decent fix on it.
See if you can get close to it."

Scott banked his fighter toward the apparition and trained his scanners on it. But it was
his eyes that gave himthe answer: Inside the flane cloud a naked figure swam l|arger than life
and recogni zabl e.

No, it can't be! Scott thought.

Al'l at once Lancer's voice pierced the cacophony of sounds com ng over the tac net.

"I"'mhit, Scott! The gyro-stabilizers are shot! | can't get nyself turned around! Can't
get the canopy up, either. |I'mdown and out-, buddy!...A nenory!"

CHAPTER S| XTEEN

One of the intriguing (and unanswered) questions of [the Third Robotech War] is how Ariel/Marlene
acconpl i shed her minor mracle in the skies above Reflex Point. Nesterfig (in her controversia
study of the social organization of the Invid) advances the theory that Ariel sonehow "borrowed"
Protocul ture energy | eaking fromthe hive barrier shield-the same that so affected the surrounding
countryside. But this does not really answer the question. Neither Corg nor Sera was endowed with
simlar abilities, and nost experts agree that they were the nost highly evolved of the Regis's
creations. The Lady Ariel herself was never able to shed Iight on this curious incident.

Zeus Bell ow, The Road to Refl ex Point

In the cockpit of her command ship, Sera flashed a self-satisfied smle at her display screen. The
Human pilots had hoped to get the better of her troops by reconfiguring their craft, but, vastly
out nunbered, they were sustaining the sane |l osses in Battloid node as they had in Guardian. But
suddenly her scanners reveal ed that Lancer's fighter had been one of those to feel the Invid
wrat h, and al though his ship had not been destroyed, it was plumeting toward Earth, hopel essly
out of control. As she watched himfall, nmenories of his face played across the screen, and when
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she could bear no nore of it, she engaged the thrusters of her ship and fell in to rescue him
Ariel's words came back to her now. W have | earned nothing Sera, nothing! And she
answered back: "You're wong, Ariel. | have learned to |ove at |east one of our enenies, enough to

betray ny own people.”

Lancer caught sight of the rapidly approaching Invid conmand ship and guessed that it was
corning in to finish himoff. He had been struggling with the canopy rel ease switches but had
si nce abandoned any idea of freeing up the jamed nechanisnms. His teeth were gritted now, and he
was resigned to death. But all at once the Invid was actually scooping up his wounded ship inits
arnmored arnms, and far fromannihilating him the eneny was pulling himout of his fall. He gl anced
up and saw t hrough his canopy and the eneny ship's bubble cover that it was the blond wonan pil ot.
Whet her she was XT or Hunman had yet to be |earned; but whoever, she was saving his life.

"Why?" he shouted. "VWhy?!"

And sonehow her voice found its way through the VI's comand net to answer him "Don't ask
me to explain,"” she told him "But in saving your life |I have forfeited my own!"

At the same tine her ship let go of his, but the Al pha's systens were revived now, and the
foot thrusters were able to maintain it at treetop level. Lancer had the Battloid' s rifle/cannon
rai sed, and it would have been a sinple matter to destroy the conmand ship, but instead he let it
escape unharned, confused by this latest turn of events.

Closer to the hive, Scott was still staring at the flame cloud Marl ene inhabited. Severa
other Battloids were simlarly suspended, awed by the sight.
"Marlene...is it you?" Scott asked the thing hesitantly. "Is it really you?"

In response, the flame [eapt toward the hive. Cocooned within its radi ance, Marlene, tike
sonme living filament, stretched out her arms, and sinuous waves of |ightning |eaked into the sky.

Scott engaged the VT's boosters and shot after her. Lancer was right behind him

Corg's ship was not far off; while he watched the two Earth mecha streak off in pursuit of
Ariel's projected imge, the voice of the Regis entered his ship, informng himof Sera's
bet r ayal

"She did what?" Corg said in disbelief.

"It is true, Corg," the Regis repeated. "She has saved the life of one of the Robotech
rebel s.”

"Then she is as tainted as Ariel.” Howwas it that this Human species could rmake his
si sters abandon their duty? he asked hinsel f.

He vented his rage against two Battloids and three Al phas, destroying all of themwth
bl asts fromthe forearm cannons of his ship; then he soared after Ariel and her rebel friends.

But if the flame had begun to alter itself, so had the weather. The | and had suddenly
passed fromspring to sumer, and now autumm | eaves were falling. Rand and Rook were stil
following Marlene's form a flickering sun trailing tendrils of Iight.

“"Marl ene," Rand shouted over the net, hoping she could hear him "Wat does all of this
mean?! \What's goi ng on?"

If they had any doubts that what they were seeing was truly Marlene, the voice they heard
put an end to all of them

"Can't you understand?" the flame seened to ask, oscillating as it noved, its naked
filament regardi ng them over her shoulder, long red hair stream ng out behind as though it were a
part of the light itself. "We are only trying to find a place where we can live in peace and
security.”

"Yeah, but you forgot something,
some Invid retirenent comunity."”

"You nust believe ne, it was never our plan to destroy Hunmanity."

Marl ene's flane shot ahead of them a free-floating electrical disturbance against the
crimson and yel |l ow surface of the hive.

"Then what was your plan?"

"I am neither Human nor conpletely Invid. | ama new formof life that is a bl ending of
the two. | see that now, although ny Regis does not. | can see that it was never our destiny to
remain in this Human form But | must somehow meke her understand. "

Even t hough they were scattered, the rest of the team Scott and Lancer, Lunk and Annie-
were nmonitoring the conversation

"And this new formof life is planning to replace the old one, | suppose,” said Lancer,
still thinking about the humanoid pilot who had saved his life.

"My friends, follow nme into the central core, the heart of the Invid civilization. There

Rand rem nded her angrily. "This planet is our hone, not
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all your questions will be answered."

Wth that the flane dove into the hive, opening a radiant portal in the side of the done.

"She went in," Annie said in an anazed voice fromthe shotgun seat of the APC. "You' re not
going to follow her, are you?" she added, tugging on Lunk's arm

"You better believe | am" he told her firmy. "Listen, Mnt, if you' re scared, you can
hop out. 1'lIl be back for you."

"“I'"mnot scared," she harumphed, turning her back to him "I don't think..

They were approaching a blinding white hole in the side of the hive now, driving entirely
out of their own world, destined perhaps never to return

It was a little like being underwater or within a living bloodstream replete with cells
and corpuscles. In the distance they could discern a blinding white sphere, bisected by a
hori zontal ray that spanned the field fromone side to the other
And Marlene's formwas still leading themin.
"I can't believe it," Rand said to Rook over the net. "W're inside Reflex Point.
t hought we were supposed to be destroying this place, not taking the grand tour."
“I think | prefer the view fromthe outside. Wiere do you suppose she's taking us?"
"Over the rainbow, " said Rand.

Al nost everyone energed at the same nonment: Rook and Rand, still in Battle Arnor node,
Lunk and Annie in the APC, and Lancer and Scott in their fighter node Al phas. The place was a huge
cavernous chanber, filled with light and supported by what seened to be webwork strands of living
neural tissue. Suspended overhead was an enornous gl obe of pure Protoculture instrumentality, a
ki nd of veined bronze sphere with dark shadows novi ng and shaping within it, responding to a wll
that was fearful to contenplate.

They were all shocked to see each other, but where Annie was excited, Scott was angry; he
threw off his "thinking cap," raised the canopy of the al pha, and hopped out, stormng over to the
two Cycl oners.

"I thought | told you two to stay put," he began. "You're not soldiers!"

Rand marvel ed that the man coul d even be entertai ning such thoughts given the
ci rcumst ances

"Well, since we're not soldiers, we don't have to follow your orders, do we?" Rook threw
back at him raising the faceshield of her hel net.

“"Marlene led us to this place," Annie explained, clinbing down fromthe APC

Scott | ooked around unconfortably. "She led all of us here, | guess.”

Suddenly Rand was pointing up to the sphere; its interior was growi ng brighter by the
second. The glow culminated in a flash of threatening |ight.

"Fool i sh Humans, " an ommi present deep but fenml e voice began, "you have come here seeking
to |l ook upon the face of the Invid Regis...So be it. You shall see her."

Over the rainbow, indeed! Rand said to hinself.

The next thing anyone knew, soneone had pulled the plug, plunging the Regis's inner
sanctum into darkness, except for the inner glow of that sphere, directed down on them now Iike
stage light. Then a towering flane fornmed beneath the base of the sphere. It was simlar to the
one that had enconpassed Marlene earlier, only this one was | arger and nore nenacing. And within
it they could discern a hairless hunmanoid figure, thirty feet high and dressed in a long red robe
and strange gl oves that dangled a kind of tail

"Behold, | amthe Invid. | amthe soul and the spirit. | have gui ded nmy people across the
measur el ess cosnmos, froma world that was lost to a world that was found. | have led ny people in
flight fromthe dark tide of the shadow that engulfed our world, one that threatens to engulf us
even now. | amthe power and the light. | amthe enbodinent of the life force, the creator-
protector. In the primtive termi nology of your species, | am..the Mther!"

Wi | e she spoke they had vi ews of nebul ae and star systenms, the journey the Invid had
taken from Optera to Tirol and on to all the worlds that had |l ed themeventually to Earth.

Light returned to the chanber, and they had a full view of the bl ue-eyed creature, the
I nvid not her.

"You are surprised...So were we, when we discovered that the planet to which we were |ed
by the Flower of Life was inhabited by the very species who had destroyed our honmeworl d."

"I'd say “inhabited,'" Rand started to say.

"That is of little consequence...Your species is nothing when wei ghed agai nst the surviva
of nmy people...The Invid life force will not be denied... "

"No, that's not right!" a snmall voice rang out to argue with her. Everyone turned and saw
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Marl ene enter the donmed chanber from sonewhere, just as they renenbered her in her yellow jacket
and bl ue deni ns.

Scott called to her.

"So, Ariel, it is true: you are a traitor. Was it you who | ed these children of the shadow
into the hive?"

"They are not children of the shadow," Marlene contradicted her. "They have a life force
al nrost as strong as our own."

"They are the enenies of our race."

"If they oppose us, it's because we are trying to do the sane thing to themthat was done
to us so nany years ago!" She turned to her friends now. "Scott, listen to ne: Perhaps if we could
begin again, we night be able to find a way for our two races to share this planet together, in
peace. "

Scott closed his eyes to her and shook his head. "lI'msorry," he told her. "But you nust
realize that's inpossible.”

"So you'd rather have the death and destruction continue?”

"That's right, Marlene," Lunk cut in. "To the bitter end if we have to!"

Mar | ene nade a stunned sound; she had not expected this.

"Lemme tell you sonething," Lunk continued. "Maybe you've forgotten that your species
i nvaded our worl d-remenber?!"

"I do remenber,"” she said softly.

At the edge of Earthspace the third attack group was noving into position above Reflex
Poi nt, the Shadow Fighters that rode its wake dematerializing as the comand was received for
activation of the Protocul ture cloaking device.

"There are still no signs of the SDF-3," the controller updated. "Al|l other ships are
present and accounted for."

"Jinxed!" Reinhardt nuttered.

"Ground forces report successful penetration of the hive barrier shield, with heaviest
| osses sustained by the Veritech squadrons. Invid conmand is either unaware of our presence or
unconcerned. My guess is that the cloaking device has been successful ."

"Al'l right,"” the commander said, turning to the forward viewports. "Signal the fleet to
formup for final attack formati on and prepare to engage."” Reinhardt exhal ed sl owly, exhausted by
the weight of his responsibility. His confidence had been bol stered by the controller's report,
but he couldn't help but dwell on the possible consequences of failure. Hunter had called for the
use of neutron bonbs, which while sure to annihilate the Invid would al so spell doom for ruch of
the Earth's popul ation

Over the battlefield Corg was taking out ship after ship in an effort to offset Sera's
betrayal . And now his sensors were indicating the presence of Robotech necha inside the hive
itself. He dealt out death to two nore Veritechs and headed t hrough the remants of the shield
into the heart of the hive.

In the inner sanctum the alien the Humans knew as Marl ene was still trying to get over
Lunk's remarks. "But you' ve traveled with nme," she was telling him the hurt evident in her voice.
"l even thought that you liked ne, or at |east accepted ne. I'mno different now than | was then

Lunk. So why have your feelings changed?"

"What d' ya mean, you haven't changed?” Lunk's face was red with rage beneath the lifted
faceshield of his helnet. "You' re an alien! You think we woulda taken you along if we knew t hat?
You're a spy!"

"But the fact that | could travel anobng you as a friend should tell you sonething, Lunk

Isn't it possible that we're not so different, after all...your people and ni ne?"
The Regis had been follow ng these exchanges with interest, and she | earned nore about the
Humans in the past few mnutes than she had in the past three years. But Ariel still had a lot to

| earn. "Look at these friends of yours," she said to Ariel and directly into the mnds of the
Humans. "Notice how they stare at you in fear and confusi on-enotional states that in their species
inevitably lead to hatred...and viol ence!"

"Yes, they're confused because they feel | betrayed them" she argued, "but they're not
full of hatred.”

"Your contact with them has blinded you to their true nature, ny child. It is their
genetic disposition to destroy whatever they cannot understand.”

“"Now just wait one damm ninute, Dragon Lady!" Rand interrupted her, willing to risk a step
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forward. "I've had about enough of this! How do you know what we're thinking? I'mwlling to take
Marl ene as she is-and | think Lunk feels the sane underneath all that arnor of his. | don't hate

her. Especially now, know ng what she stands to | ose by coming to our defense like this. But you

are another matter. As far-"

No one saw the crinmson paralyzing rays until it was too |late; they seened to bubble up out
of her blue eyes like dye, and they knocked Rand off his feet-the proverbial |ook that could kill-
but his battle arnor saved him

"It is natural to them" she explained to Marlene/Ariel, barely missing a beat. "As
natural as breathing itself. Their entire history is a catal og of murder, conquest, and
ensl avenent, all directed against others of their own species.”

"That's not true!" Sera now threw back, suddenly materializing in the chanber. "Ariel's
right, Regis. Forgive me, please, but | too have begun to doubt whether we are any better than
they are." She | ooked briefly at Lancer before continuing. "You say this species is guilty of
mur der and ensl avenent, but howis that any different fromwhat we're doing to this planet?"

"So, Sera, you and your sister have been turned against us."

Sera, Lancer thought to hinself, watching her

Ariel was now gesturing toward the Humans. "Look at them Regis. They're not...animls or
barbari ans. They are a brave and nobl e people trying to protect what is rightfully theirs, just as
we tried to do." She offered Scott an inploring | ook, hoping he woul d understand and forgive her.
Sonething in his eye told her he woul d.

Corg had by now joined themalso, not inthe flesh |ike Sera but via the instrunentality
sphere, where his inage appeared five tinmes life size.

"Have all of you gone nmad?" he shouted. "How did these Hunmans gain entrance to the hive?!
Sera, renove them at once!"

Sera thrust out her chin. "I was not aware that | had to obey your orders, Corg."

He scow ed at her. "Your contact with the rebels has nmade you weak and spi nel ess. "

"And it has made a nonster out of you," she returned. "Consuned by vengeance and evi
passions. You are a child of shadow, Corg, not the Hunans."

"What are you sayi ng?" he bellowed. "This pathetic species you' ve becone so fond of cannot
be allowed to stand in the way of our future. Have you forgotten what we have been called to do?"

"If you keep fighting, there won't be a future for any of us," Lancer said fromthe fl oor
of the chanber.

Corg dismssed the threat without a word. "Enough. | amcalled to battle-where ny duty
lies!™

"I'"ve got to stop that lunatic!" Scott yelled, ignoring Marlene's pleas for himto wait
and racing for the cockpit of his fighter.

The Al pha gave chase to the alien ship through that same netherworld of noving cells Rand
and Rook had navigated earlier. |1've got you now Scott thought, training his weapons on Corg even
before the two of themhad left the hive. But the XT swung his craft around and | oosed a stream of
di scs before Scott could get off his shot, and an instant |later they were outside, dogfighting in
the skies over those recently altered autummal forests. Red-tipped heat-seekers and anni discs cut
through the air as the two aces put their ships through their paces, dodging and juking, clinbing
and droppi ng agai nst each ot her.

Views of the battle were displayed inside the chanber, where the rest of the freedom
fighters were still gathered, along with Ariel and Sera.

“I don't like just standing around and watching this," Rand told Rook. "Wat do you say,
do we stay here or go out there and hel p hin®"

"I don't know anynore, Rand. |I'mall confused..

All at once the sphere's inages de-rezzed, only to be replaced by space views of the
approachi ng Expeditionary fleet.

The Regis's | apis eyes narrowed. "No! They have cone! The dark tides of the shadow have
cone to engulf us again!"

"It's the rest of Hunter's fleet!"

"Ww | didn't expect so many ships!"

"Well, that does it," Lancer said softly, filled up with a sudden despair. "Any hope of a
peaceful settlenent has just gone down the drain.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Throw water on her! Throw water on her!
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Remark attributed to Rand (unconfirned) on seeing the Invid Regis for the first tine

Most of Earth's popul ati on was unaware of the Expeditionary Fleet's arrival, |let alone of the

A ynpi an battle that was taking place in the skies above Reflex Point. But even as far off as the
renote areas of the Southlands, people knew sonmething was up. The Invid were suddenly taking their
| eave-fromcities, towns, communications outposts, and Protoculture farns, a steady stream of
Troopers and Pincer units, all headed north for sone unknown purpose.

Meanwhi l e, in one snall section of those enbattled northern skies, a green and orange
I nvid command ship was going one on one with a Veritech, each oblivious to the ferocious fighting
going on around them as though these two had been chosen representative conbatants. And in sone
ways they had..

For Corg, the alien prince, there was no thought of defeat, only the glory of victory.
Showi ng a malicious grin, he raised the right cannon armof his ship and | oosed a bolt of red
death at the approaching fighter

But Scott was well prepared for it and already thinking the Beta through an avoi dance
roll; he returned two bursts to Corg's one, reconfiguring to Battloid node as the VT cane ful
circle.

Corg darted left and right, alnost playfully, then threw his ship into a frontal assault,
even as the Battloid s rifle/cannon continued to pour energy his way. The two crafts collided and
grappled in mdair, thrusters keeping themaloft while they flailed at each other with arnored
fists. Scott tried to bring the cannon down on the ship's crown, but Corg parried the bl ow and
puni shed the VT with body blows. Scott twi sted and hurled his opponent way; once again he brought
the cannon into play, and once again Corg seened to |augh off the attenpts.

The alien's voice seethed over the tac net: "Your pitiful attenpts make your defeat at ny
hands all the nore pleasurable!"

Scott snorted. "I'Il be satisfied with boring you to death, then!"

The Battloid had the cannon in both hands now, the first volley mssed, and the second
i mpacted harm essly against the command ship's crown. In response Corg | oosed a flock of nissiles
fromhis ship's shoul der-nmounted racks, and Scott net the stakes with an equal nunber of his own.
The projectiles destroyed thenselves in nidair between the two ships, but Corg had followed his
mssiles in, emerging fromthe snoke and bringing the netal shod foot of his ship against the VI's
control nodul es before Scott had an opportunity to take evasive action. Electrical discharges
snapped around the inside of the Beta's cockpit |ike sumer lightning as circuits fried and
systens shorted out. Scott sat defenseless in the seat as shock poured through his arnor and the
di splays cried out |ast warnings. Corg's ship was behind himnow, cannon raised. Scott thought he
woul d feel the final blow against the Battloid s back, but Corg played his hand for insult
instead. He targeted and zapped the Beta's thrusters, incapacitating the ship.

The Battloid commenced a sl ow facedown descent, trailing thick snoke fromits |eg and
neck. . .

Corg watched it for a nonent, |aughing out loud in his cockpit, then turned to deal with
the half dozen fighters that had suddenly appeared to avenge their comuander.

"How quai nt," he sniggered to hinself.

He positioned hinself central to their assault and let themtake their best shots, which
he avoided with ease. Then, as they cane in at him he showed his teeth and counterattacked,
taking out the first as it swooped past him then a second, third, and fourth as they strived to
ensnare him

At the sanme tine, Corg's Troopers were taking the battle to the edge of space. The so-
called Mol lusk Carriers and squadrons of Pincer units a thousand strong had noved in to engage the
main fleet. Laser fire crisscrossed and |lined | ocal space, spherical expl osions blossoning |ike so
many small novas.

Hundreds of Invid ships were anni hilated by necha they could not even see, |et alone
fight. Squadrons of Enforcers and Pincer ships were w ped out; Mllusk Carriers expl oded before
they could even release their brood. And yet they continued to come, nmore and nore of them

On the bridge of the fleet flagship, Reinhardt received the | atest updates. "Estinate of
Invid troop capability is coming in now, sir," Sparks reported.

"I want a full status report on the assault force entry into Reflex Point,

"They're continuing to neet heavy resistance, sir."

Rei nhardt studied the nonitors and displays. "If push cones to shove we're going to be
forced to use the neutron S nmissiles.”

he demanded.
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"But our troops..." said Sparks, alarned.

"I'"'maware of the consequences," Reinhardt answered himgrimy. "But is there a choice?
Either we elimnate themand reclaimthe planet or give it all away. W can deal with the ethics
later on."

"I understand," Sparks said softly.

"Shadow Fighter launch is conplete," a female tech said over the comink

"This is it, then," said Reinhardt. "Wsh them Godspeed for ne, Lieutenant."

In the hive chanber, Lancer, Lunk, Annie, and Sera had their eyes fixed on the
Protoculture globe as glinpses of the battle in space were relayed to the Regis's sanctum
sanctorum It was obvious to the Humans that the Regis was growi ng concerned now, she was no
| onger the omiscient being they had first net.

"Al'l units regroup,” she was telling her troops. "Repel the invaders at all costs!" As she
swung around to face her small audi ence, her eyes found Sera. "Your defection has cost us nuch, ny
child."

No one really understood what she neant by it, least of all Sera. It was true that she had
stayed her hand when it had come to killing Lancer, but it was beyond her how her presence in the
current battle could have affected things or altered the outcone any. "It can't be," she answered
her Queen- Mt her, knowing guilt for the first tinme.

Lancer was about to add sonethi ng, when he saw one of the cells of the comrunication
sphere black out. It was the third tine he had seen it happen now, and it suddenly occurred to him
that the sphere was tied in not only to the Regis in some direct way but to her offspring as well.
He turned his attention to the battle inages again: A squadron of Enforcers was being deci mated by
| aser-array fire erupting fromwhat seened to be enpty space; and as the |ast of the ships were
destroyed, another cell faded and was gone. Annie noticed it, too.

"Hey, look at that!" she said, pointing to the dark patch on the underside of the gl obe.

"It loses power with each Invid |oss," Lancer explained. "lIsn't that right, Regis?"

The alien | ooked down at himinperiously. "You are perceptive, Human...And as you have
observed, our entire race feels the | oss when even one of our children ceases to exist."

The pain she nust have known, Lancer found hinself thinking. Even over the course of the
past year, to mention nothing of what had happened before, with the Tirolian Masters, then Hunter
and the so-called Sentinels..

"Those Shadow Fighters are chewing themup!" Lunk enthused as nore and nore Invid ships
di sappeared in fiery explosions and seem ngly sourcel ess cross fires.

Lancer took a step toward the pillar of flame that was the I nvid Queen-Mther. "Your
forces can't detect those fighters,” he told her. "Your children are defenseless, don't you
under st and? Now you're the only one who can end this destruction.”

Unnoved, the queen regarded him "Twice in our recorded history we were forced to
relinqui sh our hone and journey across the galaxy... But this tine we shall not |eave!"

"Don't you know when to take no for an answer?!" Lunk shouted at her. "Your children are
dyi ng!"

Sera gl anced at Lunk, then | ooked up to the Regis. "Mdther, perhaps we should listen to
him.. "

"You have the power to transformany world you choose,” Lancer argued. "Some planet you
won't have to fight for!"

"You cannot understand," the Regis said, alnpst sadly. "The Flowers of Life exist on this
world and this world only. They are our strength; they are our life. Wthout them we would
perish."

Scott opened his eyes to Marlene's face and a world of pain. He was in his battle arnor
and propped up against a tree not far fromthe snoldering remains of a crashed fighter. He had no
recol l ection of the events that had | anded himthere.

"Scott," Marlene was saying, dabbing at his head with a noistened rag. "lIs your head any
better?"

Scott saw blood on the rag and raised his fingers to the wound. Even this slight novenent
brought a wave of pain along his left side; at the very least his ribs were cracked under the
arnor's chest plate. "Agh...what happened?" he groaned.

Marl ene gestured to the VT, "You were shot down. | saw you fall and-"

"Where's the Beta's component?" He tried to raise hinself and coll apsed; Marlene laid her
hand and cheek agai nst his chest.

"You shoul dn't be noving, Scott. Stay here with nme!"
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"I"ve got to get back... " He saw that she was staring at himin a peculiar way and
couldn't understand it. The revel ations of the previous day and the sequence inside the chanber of
the hive were lost to him "Marlene, what's wong?" he asked her, alnost warily.

“I...1 don't know how to explain it," she stamered. "I feel so strange, so concerned
about you...Do you think you could |ove ne, Scott? Even if only for a little while?"

Sone of it was coning back to himnow, scenes of battle, nenories of Corg! He | ooked at
her |ike she was crazy to be saying these things. "Marlene, |I'm capable of only one thing, and
that's fighting the Invid!" Refusing her offered |lips, he managed to struggle through the pain and
get to his feet.

Mar | ene chased after himas he ran off. "But, Scott," she screaned, "I |ove you!"

El sewhere, two Battloids were noving through the chaos |ike |overs taking a Sunday strol
in the park. Rand's had just suffered a near miss, and Rook was teasing himabout it over the tac
net .

"I think you need sonme |essons in how to maneuver, kiddo. My grandnother could do better
than that."

"Al'l right," he told her in the same teasing voice. "But the next tine you're in trouble,
don't come to nme for help. "

"Who' Il cone to who for hel p?"

Rand smled for the screen. "Love you, too."

"Sanme goes for ne," Rook started to say, but Corg's approach put a quick end to the
flirtation.

He split themup with fire fromhis hand cannon. They had arrived on the scene too late to
see what the alien had done to Scott, so it took Rand by surprise when Corg noved agai nst hi m hand
to hand- somet hi ng sel dom done in mdair-effortlessly knocking the rifle/cannon fromthe Al pha's
grip. Rook stared out of her cockpit amazed, watching the two ships begin to duke it out, noving
in to exchange rapid flurries of blows, then separating only to thruster in agai nst each other al
over again, trying to punch each other's lights out. But Rand was nothing if not resourceful, and
sonmehow he nmanaged to get the Invid ship in a kind of full nelson, which |eft Corg vulnerable to
all frontal shots.

"Ckay, |'ve got him" Rook heard Rand yell over the net. "Blast him"

Rook tried to depress the HOTAS trigger button, but her fingers sinply refused to obey the
command. |f she didn't catch the alien just right, Rand would be destroyed along with him Her
face was beading up with sweat and the HOTAS was shaking in her grip as though pal sied, but she
couldn't bring herself to fire with Rand's safety at stake. He was screaning at her, telling her
not to concern herself...

Corg was just as confused as Rand: the red Battloid had a clear shot at him but instead
of firing the pilot was throwi ng herself against him trying to batter himwth the nmecha's
cannon. It was a tactical blunder and one that gave himall the tinme he needed to reverse the
Battloid' s hold. Corg grinned to hinself and fired off a charge into his opponent's right arm
taking it off at the el bow, then he threw open the conmand ship's arns to propel the Human necha
backward. Engaging his thrusters now, he fell against the red ship, striking it with enough force
to stun the nmecha's female pilot.

Rook canme around as Corg's ship was surfacing in her forward viewport, the hand cannon
prinmed and ained at her. But just then Rand rammed the thing from behind, and although he had
managed to interrupt Corg's shot, he received the blast that had been neant for her

Rook coul d hear his scream pierce the net as his crippled Battloid began a sl ow backward
fall, bleeding snmoke and fire and sustaining shot after shot from Corg's weapons. Rook cane up
frombehind to try to slow his descent, but Rand protested |oudly:

"Rook, it's useless...He's conming in for another run. You' ve gotta save yourself!"

"You're out of your gourd, mister," she told him "I"'mnot letting you go now "

Corg had the two Battloids centered in his sights and was preparing to fire the one that
woul d anni hilate them both, when an energy bolt out of the blue inpacted agai nst the back of his
shi p.

Scott's voice cane over the tac net as Rook saw the conponent section of the Beta cone
into view

"Get Rand out of here. I'll take care of things up top."

"Roger," she exclaimed, wrapping the arns of her necha nore tightly around that of her
crippled friend.

The Beta and the alien necha went at it again, only this tine both of themknew it would
be for keeps. Enough of Scott's nenory had returned to nake hi maware of what Corg had done to
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hi m

The two ships spun through a series of fakes and twi sts, drops and booster clinbs,
sl anm ng each other with mssiles and volleys fromtheir cannons. Again, flocks of projectiles
tore into the skies and net in thunderous explosions, throwing angry |ight across the field. But
then Scott saw a way to prey on the alien pilot's technique: He nade a nove as though to engage
Corg hand to hand, then surreptitiously loosed a full rackful of heatseekers as Corg hovered open-
arned and def ensel ess.

Even Corg wasn't aware of how nuch damage the Bl udgeons had done to his ship and sat for a
monment, conplinmenting the Human pil ot on what had been a clever if underhanded maneuver. But al
at once his ship's autosystens were flashing the truth, even as the first expl osions were
envel oping him searing flesh and bone fromthe humanoid formthat had been created for his young
soul ...

Scott shielded his eyes. Fire and green nutrient seened to gush fromthe ship at the sane
instant as the explosion quartered it, arns and legs blown in different directions. But as
inportant as it had been for himpersonally, Scott knew it for what it was: a minor battle in a
war that was still raging all around them

Scott put down a few mnutes later to see about his friends. H's necha's mssile supply
was virtually depleted, and it was tinme to let the fleet VT squadrons take charge of things for a
while. He asked Rand if he was all right, but instead of the thanks he thought he was due, Rand
sai d: "What the heck did you say to Marl ene?"

"Yeah," added Rook, "we can't get a word out of her."

“I'"d rather not tal k about her," Scott started to say. But without warning Rand was al
over him head bandage or no, his hands ripping at the arnor at Scott's neck

"You're gonna tell me whether you like it or not! You think you can just walk out on this
thing? She's got some crazy idea that she |oves you-as if she had sone idea of what that neans.
But you're gonna see to it that she understands, pal! | think you would have | oved her, too, if
you hadn't found out she was an Invid."

Rook separated the two of them Then she had a few things of her own to say to Scott.
"Stop torturing yourself over your dead girlfriend and cone back to life, will you?"

"How can | ever forget that she was killed by the Invid-by Mrlene's race?"

"So you're going to hold that against Marlene?" Rand seethed. "It wasn't |ike she pulled
the trigger, you know. Besides, what about all the Invid you and the rest of Hunter's troops
killed? This war has nade victins out of all of us. Wen are you going to realize that the Invid
are just our |atest excuse for warfare?"

"Rand, you've lost it-you've gone battle-happy. They started it; they attacked our planet-

"Listen, there were wars before we even heard of the Invid or the Robotech Masters or the
Zentraedi. You mght've |ost your Marlene fighting other Humans."

Scott shook his head in disbelief, but even so he sensed sone rightness in Rand's words.
Not the way he was phrasing it; nmore in the sentiments he was trying to express, the
sensibilities..

After a nonment, he said: "If only we could have avoided this..

Scott Bernard mght as well have asked to negate his own birth.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

The so-called trigger point was that point at which Fl ower production would have provided the
Regis with adequate supplies of liquid nutrient for the conversion of her hibernating hive drones
to quasi-Human form Once this had been acconplished, her soldiers with their Protoculture-fuel ed
shi ps-the Troopers, Pincers, and Enforcers, would have been turned | oose to eradicate the
remai ni ng Hurmman popul ation, including those who had conprised the | abor force in the Protoculture
farms, which (with nore than enough Protoculture on hand to maintain a standing arny) woul d have
been shut down. Presunmably...But would this then-reforned race have taken up where they had |eft
of f on Optera? Wuld they continue to enploy the Flower that had been central to their society
there? Wul d they have becone somewhat Humani zed by the Reshapi ng?...\W are open to suggestions.
Zeus Bell ow, The Road to Refl ex Point

Wth the arrival of the Invid |l egions fromthe Southlands the tide began to turn on the
Expeditionary Force. It was a matter of sheer nunbers.
Even though the Shadow Fighters had been initially successful in decinmating the eneny
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ranks, the odds had now changed. The alien hordes were now punching through Reinhardt's forward
lines and | aunching strikes against the fleet warships themnmsel ves. Consequently, contingents of
Shadow Fi ghters had fallen back to protect their nother craft, |eaving vast regions of space
unprotected and vulnerable to infiltration. And though the hive barrier shield had been breached,
the Terran ground troops had yet to gain entry to Reflex Point itself. Reinhardt, of course, had
no way of knowi ng that six Humans not only had been inside the hive but had nmet the Invid Regis
face to face

"Three cruisers w ped out!" Sparks reported fromhis duty station as the flagship was
rocked by another volley of eneny fire. "They're all over us, Commander. Even the Shadow Fi ghters
can't stop them™

Rei nhardt swiveled in the command chair to study one of the threat board displays. "Bl ast
it! What in heaven's nane is preventing Harrington's men fromgetting into that hive?!"

"Sir, the Second, Third, and Fifth Divisions are reporting extrenely heavy casualties.
can't raise the Fourteenth at all."

Rei nhardt cursed. If the fourteenth was wi ped out, it neant that responsibility for the
entire assault had fallen to the Cyclone squadrons. And they would have to acconplish that w thout
air support.

"At this rate we won't be able to hold out for nore than a few hours," Reinhardt nuttered.
"Order one of the Shadow squadrons to prepare for a direct assault against the hive. | don't care
how t hey acconplish it-even if we have to pull everyone back for a diversionary nmove. Tell the air
wi ng commander that |I'minstructing cruisers in the fleet to concentrate their firepower in sector
six. We'll guarantee a hole, but the rest is up to them?"

Sparks swung to his tasks.

Rei nhardt sucked in his breath and waited.

In the hive chanber the Regis regarded the Protoculture globe with growi ng alarm Though
her children were neeting with success, the battle was far fromwon. And could it ever be? she
began to ask hersel f.

"This planet retains the nmalignant spirit of the Robotech Masters," she said out loud to
Sera and the three Humans. "Wether one race or the other enmerges victorious is of little
consequence now, because such lingering hatred will only breed greater hatred into the race that
survives. This world is contam nated, and | amonly just beginning to understand..."

"The conflict will rage fromgeneration to generation unless every last Hunan is w ped
out, and that still won't be enough. Because we have inherited that evil bent. Qur gene pool is
polluted by it."

Cocooned wi thin her colum of cold white fire, the Regis turned slowy to gaze down upon
Sera. "My child, this is not what we seek. This is not what we have traveled so | ong to achieve.
But | begin to see a way clear of the treachery that has ensnared us...the truth | refused to
grasp on Haydon IV It is alnpst as if he were speaking to nme across the very reaches of space and
time...as though he had some inkling of the injustices he unl eashed even then, when his Msters
first directed their greed against us... "

She could see Zor's inage in her mind s eye, and it cane to her now that the Flower. that
had been the cause of it all was about to bring their long journey full circle. That the
Protoculture he had conjured fromits seeds was to provide her with the energy she needed to
conplete the Geat Work and ascend with her children to a higher plane, the noncorporeal one at
| ast, that tineless dinmension. No earthly chains to bind them..no enotions, no lust, only the
continuous joys and raptures to be found in that real mof pure thought.

But could he really have seen this all along, been so omniscient? she asked herself. Such
a precise vision, such an incredible realtering and reshaping of events...Sending his ship away to
this world, then drawi ng the Masters and their gargantuan arnm es here, only so that the Flower
could take root and flourish, so that the Invid mght foll ow.

And now these returning ships with their untapped reservoirs of Protocul ture-destined from
the start to be her mate in the new order

She had been so nisguided in assunming his form in so doing she had been captured by the
rage and fears and enotions that blinded her to Protoculture's true purpose. It was not sinply to
supply necha with the ability to transformand interact with its sentient pilots; it was neant to
merge with the race that had passed eons cultivating its source. They had used the Fl owers for
nouri shnment and sustenance and spiritual succor, and for all these mllennia the Fl ower had been
trying to offer them sonething nore

And Zor had pl ayed the catal yst.

"My child,"” the Regis continued, "I see now the new world that calls to us. And we shal
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consunme and bond with that blessed life that provides our passage."

"Do you understand what she's sayi ng?" Lancer asked Sera as the Regis seened to
reincorporate with the chanber gl obe.

Sera nodded, her attention still fixed on the battle scenes displayed there. Lunk and
Anni e gasped as the | atest view was flashed into the inner chanber: Shadow Fi ghters, visible now,
pi ercing through the hive's protective envel ope.

And Reflex Point was beginning to react to their entry. Colored lights began to strobe
into the chanber from unseen sources, dissolving the weblike neural arrangements supporting it and
eliciting a threatening tide of organic waste and refuse fromthose coll apsing cells.

"Well, the takeoff may be decided, but she just ran outta tine," said Lunk
Sera started off in one direction of her command ship, but Lancer put his armout to stop
her. "Let me go," she pleaded with him "I nust protect the Regis and the hive until she has

assured our departure."
"I want to help you," Lancer told her.
She stopped struggling and turned to him "You will be fighting agai nst your own people."”
Tight-1i pped, he nodded. "If they knew what | know now...they'd understand."
"W understand,"” Annie encouraged him She grabbed hold of Lunk's armand | ed himtoward
the APC. "Now let's get out of here before this whole place cones apart."

Wrd of the Shadow Fi ghters' successful penetration of the hive was relayed to the
flagship, but Reinhardt was still not encouraged. Six cruisers had been taken out in the past
hour, and it had required over fifty fighters to get a nere four through the hive's defenses. And
if those few survivors didn't nake it into the central chanber, Reinhardt asked hinsel f, what
t hen?

"Sir?" Sparks said fromhis station

Rei nhardt | ooked at himwearily. "I have no choice...l want all neutron missiles armed and
ready for an inmmedi ate | aunch agai nst Reflex Point."

Spar ks swung around to his console. Reinhardt |istened while his orders were radioed to
the rest of the fleet. He wondered what the other commanders nust be thinking of him But there
was no alternative; they had to realize that..

"T minus fifty and counting," he heard Sparks say.

At the edge of Earthspace, the thrusters of two dozen nushroom shaped droneships fl ared
briefly, propelling their arnmed warheads toward the target area.

The hive corridor was oval -shaped and surgeon's-gown green. Lancer had no idea as to its
purpose or its direction. But Sera appeared to know where she was going, and that was all that
mattered. She was at the controls of her pink and purple command ship; he was al ongside her in a
Cycl one he had taken fromthe VT, reconfigured in Battle Arnor node.

"I consider it an honor to be fighting side by side with you
conl i nk.

Yes, we're both fighting on the sane side now, he thought. And in a sense they were a
nonal | i ed counterforce, separated fromthe Human as well as the Invid cause.

"You know, |'ve been thinking about how we net... " he said | eadingly.

“Lancer, would it be possible for you to | ove one of ny race?"

He thought back to Marlene. And Scott. "I think I could. And what about you?"

She sighed over the net. "I only hope we have time to find out."

Two Shadow Battl oi ds were fast approaching themfromthe corridor termnus.

Sera told himover the

"T minus ten seconds and counting," the tech reported.

Rei nhardt was standing at the control center now, Earth's beautiful oceans and cl ouds
filling the bridge viewpoints. Short-lived explosions flashed across the field, and off to port a
hol ed cruiser floated derelict in space. He had already inserted the override key into the consol e
| ock; he gave it a quarter turn and commenced arming the main switches as the countdown conti nued.

"Seven, six, five, four..."

Rei nhardt hit the secondaries and sl amed honme the final crossover; now the S nissiles
wer e beyond anyone's control, no matter what foll owed.

"Three, two, one, zero!"

Rei nhardt coul d di scern bursts of white |ight bel ow himagai nst the seem ngly tranqui
face of the planet.

"God forgive ne," he said under his breath.
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The Regis's voice booned out, omipresent. It was as if she had beconme the entire hive
now, and each part of it her.

"The final attack has begun. And a terrible error has been nade. But in seeking to reach
our own goal we shall see to it that these creatures have a chance to reach theirs as well. The
shadow of the Robotech Masters has been allowed to rule this world for too long...Now it will be
di spersed!"

Sera's ship took a hit to the shoulder fromone of the Battloids in the corridor, but she
rallied and returned fire, taking out not only the one who had shot her but two nore. Lancer
hovered clear off to one side, unable to assist. But he had al ready done his part by destroying
the first two, and it pained himeven now to think about those Human |ives he had taken

Suddenly two nore Shadow Fi ghters streaked into view

"We' || never be able to stop all of them ™ he shouted to Sera.

She was about to reply when unexpected fire from behind them devastated the intruders.
Lancer twisted around to find Scott's VT behind themin the corridor

"Figured you could use sone help," the lieutenant said flatly.

"You're a wel cone sight, Human" Sera told him

“"Yeah, well I'd love to stay and chat about that,"
suggest we get ourselves out of here on the double.”

Scott said after a nonment, "but |

Lunk and Annie nmade it out of the hive before the three pilots. Rook and Rand and Marl ene
were also in the clear, a few niles off when the hive began to undergo the first changes.

In the shotgun seat of the APC, Annie gul ped and found her voice. "Lunk," she said,
pointing, "tell me what's happening!"”

As if he could explainit.

The hive had gone froma crinson, alnost blood-red color to steely blue. It was also nore
transparent now, and sone sort of huge spherical nodes had been nade visible in the deep recesses
of the done-perhaps those same round como devi ces Lunk and Anni e had stood beneath only m nutes
before. Wth the barrier envel ope di sappeared, the Shadow Fighters had direct access to the
Regis's lair, but they couldn't get near it because of the intense electrical discharges that were
surgi ng up throughout the area.

And sonehow t he voice of the Invid queen was reaching all of them where they fought, died,
or waited.

"Hear nme, ny children," she intoned. "Wen we sensed the first faint indications of the
Fl ower of Life resources on this world, we thought we had at |ast found the hone for which we
searched. "

The hive was barely visible now. It was engulfed in a kind of swirling stormof blinding
yellow | ight fromwhich rays of raw energy poured into the sky, while a crazed network of
Iightning and el ectrical groundi ngs danced overhead. It was nore |ike a contained explosion than
anyt hing el se, as though the hive had becone an epicenter for all the world's random energy, as
though the very processes of universal creation were gathering together and being run through at
an extraordi nary pace. The hive had becone the vessel for the Geat Wrk, the nmerging of opposites-
the plerona. Here was the neeting place of the red and white al chem cal dragons: the point of
transcendence. The air was crackling, local storns unleashed and billow ng clouds tearing through
dar kened skies as though in a tine-frame sequence. And the | and was changi ng and reconfiguring.
The trees surrendered their |eaves as an intense chill swept in fromall sides, mnitornadoes
swirling around the sunlike fires that glowed within the hive. Invid ships-Scouts, Troopers, and
Pi ncers-were streaning into it like insects drawn to the flane that annihilates them

"W had called together all of our children scattered throughout the galaxy to begin life

anew on this planet. W began rebuilding a world that had nearly been destroyed by evil. And we
constructed the Genesis Pits in order to pursue the path of enlightened evolution. But it was not
enough. "

Suddenly light and shadow seened to reverse thenselves, and the world drained of color
VWhere the hive had stood there was now only an inpossible tower of radiant anber |ight, |aunching
itself through hurricane clouds with blinding determ nation, a pillar of raw but directed energy.

It was a nile-wide circular shaft of horrific power that erupted fromthe hive
nmushroomi ng up with a rounded, alnost penile head into that femni nine void above, a million blast
furnaces in concert.

Overhead, at the edge of the envel ope that was Earth's protective shield, the neutron
mssiles were falling toward their target, but now that target was now coming up to neet them
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with a face as different as any could be, a face only the once-dead woul d recogni ze. .

Rei nhardt and his bridge staff saw it coning and woul d not have been able to nove away
fromit had they had the power to do so; they were transfixed, in awe, in sone sort of
spl endi ferous, alnmobst holy, reverie. Before their eyes the |ight was changi ng shape even as it
pi erced through Earth's atnosphere and entered the vacuum out of which it had been born. It was
ant hr oponor phi ¢ here, contorted into a dragon's face there, with its fanged nouth opened wide, its
tongue a lick of solar fire, ready to engulf all that dared stand in its way. It struck like a
serpent, twisting and flailing about as though charned by its own-existence; charned by its own
i mm nent swan song.

Rei nhardt saw the creature-for that's what he terned it to be, a living light: energy and
|ife conbined on sone new and uni magi nabl e scal e-encounter the warheads he had | aunched agai nst
it, and he saw those alloyed death nachines slag and nelt away in the creature's wake. And he
realized that this was to be his owm fate as well...

There was nothing but brilliant yellow light in the vieworts now, throughout the fleet
men and wonen stood naked before it, unable to conprehend what was happening but aware that it was
sonet hi ng that had never occurred before. They were unable to understand That they had cone al
this way to neet death face to face, like the Zentraedi and Robotech Masters before them It was
as though they had been chosen to reap the whirlw nd that had blown in fromthe other side of the
gal axy. And they were unable to understand that they had been chosen to unite with the Invid in
sonme i nexplicable way, in the sane manner that the Invid were uniting with the waiths of the
Protocul ture. They were the homunculi, the M cronians who had been used by the conjurer Zor in the
carrying out of the G eat Wrk.

Sone people, in ships at the perinmeter of the fleet, saw that tower shoot up fromEarth's
surface like a | ance of pure light, only to be joined as it pierced the night by coils of

unequal ed brilliance delivered up fromthe planet itself, encircling it for a brief nmonment |ike
the shells enconpassing an atom c nucleus. For this really was a kind of cosm c orgasnic fusion.
"Come with nme!" the Regis's voice rang out, like the nusic of the spheres. "Discard this

world and follow the spirit of light as it beckons us onward. And |et our |eavetaking heal this
crippled world and reshape its destiny."

Then that |ight contacted the warships of the main fleet and digested and assim |l ated
their strengths and weaknesses as it had the bonmbs sent against it, incorporating into itself all
the contradictions and ironies and, nost of all, Humankind's ability to wage war.

The dragon seenmed to yawn and bellow its triunph as the |ight streaked on into the void.

"Qur evolutionary devel opnent is conplete,”" the racial voice continued.

"To all of ny children scattered throughout the cosnos...Follow ne to a new world, a new
pl ane. Abandon this tortured life and follow the spirit of light as it spreads its w ngs and
carries us to a new dinension..."

And those few who survived told of the ray's conplete and total transnutation. To a feline
face with bright blue eyes, through one that was surely Human in form And then it had collected
itself into one nass...like a phoenix on the wing, a radiant bird with outstretched w ngs wi der
than the world it was | eaving behind, soaring away quicker than thought to another plane of
exi st ence.

EPI LOGUE
Which canme first: the Flower or the Protocul ture?
Loui e Nichols, BeeZee: The Gal axy Before Zor

Life is only what we choose to make it;
Let's just take it,

Let us be free.

Lynn-M nnei, "W Can Wn"

There were few sal vageable Veritechs left after the Transformation, but Scott Bernard had nanaged
to secure one of them Mst of the crew and ships of the main fleet had perished with the Invid's
departure-gone with them as sonme were saying.

A nmont h had passed, and Earth was indeed beginning to heal itself, as the Regis's voice
had promi sed it would. Grass and nascent forest covered what had been wastel and before, and
regi ons that had been hot since Doha's rain of death were showi ng markedly | ower |evels of
radi oactivity. Even the devastated area around the central hive had been sanitized by the light's
| eave-t aki ng.
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But two of the Regis's children renmined..

Scott was sayi ng good-bye to one of themnow on a rise overlooking the scene of what was
to be Yellow Dancer's |last concert, an outdoor anphitheater not far fromthe city that had once
been call ed New York. People had been drawn to the concert fromall over the Northlands and
Sout hl ands, seeki ng some expl anation for what had occurred, al nost as though the Invid s departure
had been sonething of a Second Com ng. There was a sense that the Earth had cone to play a pivota
role in events that were beyond anyone's ability to conprehend, that the world had been used
somehow to further one species' progress toward an end that awaited all of them And in the
process Humanki nd had been saved from sel f-annihilation, so that Earth, too, night soneday foll ow
al ong the sane path.

A feeling of peace prevailed, of lasting calmfew had ever known. War had been pl aced out
of reach. And if one were to be fought, it would have to rage wi thout Protoculture, for alnost al
that precious substance, along with all the Invid Fl owers, had vani shed fromthe face of the
Earth. It would have to be a war fought with sticks and stones by a species that had been returned
to a kind of primitive innocence; to childhood, perhaps.

But these issues were far from Scott's teammates' thoughts that day; rather, they were
dwel I i ng on endi ngs and begi nnings of a different sort. For now that they had done their part in
al laying everyone's initial fears and confusion, the tine had conme for themto think about their
own individual paths and the inevitable farewells those steps toward the future would entail. And
amid all that returning splendor, there was an awkwar dness they had never experienced with one
anot her.

As for Scott Bernard, his mnd was made up. The SDF-3 had never appeared out of spacefold,
and Scott was going out to |look for it aboard the only fleet cruiser that had survived the
Transf ormati on.

"But why?" Marl ene wanted to know, raising her voice above the nusic boom ng out fromthe
concert shell bel ow them where Yell ow Dancer held center stage.

"Real ly, Scott, what's the point?" Rand said, backing Mrlene up even though he knew it
was futile. "You can start a new life here."

"I"ve got to go back," Scott insisted, turning the "thinking cap” over and over in his

hands.

"But how will you figure out where to begin | ooking?" Annie asked him "I mean, couldn't
you be happy staying down here on Earth with your friends and everything? Cee," she added, tears
welling up in her eyes, "I miss you already."

How coul d he explain it to then? That although their friendship had neant so nuch to him
this past year, he had other friends as well. Dr. Lang, Cabell, and so many others. He had to find
out what had becone of the SDF-3. And nore to the point, space was his honme, nore than the Earth
ever was and perhaps nore than the planet would ever be.

He | ooked down at Annie and forced a smile. "Admiral Hunter's |lost out there, and
soneone's got to find himand his crew W've got to try while there's still one ship left with
enough reflex power to nake the fold." He glanced over at Rand and Rook, Marlene and Lunk. "Fate
brought us together for a journey none of us will ever forget. But we've reached the end of that
road, and there're only individual ones left for us now " Scott shook his head. "I don't know,
maybe to spread sone of what we |earned while we were together. Does that nake any sense to you?"

Rand caught Scott's eye and smiled broadly. So it's not neant to be a w nding down, after

all, he told hinself, but a gearing up for new quests..

"Well, good luck," Lunk said dubiously, walking over to shake Scott's hand. "I think I'm
through with the road for a while." He gazed appreciatively at the green hills above the festival
grounds. "lI'mgoing to do a bit of farmng, try and pay back the debt | owe to good ole Earth for

shooting it up the past coupla years. Especially nowthat |'ve got sonme real fine volunteer help,"”
he added, |ooking over at Marlene and Annie and grinning.

"What about you, Rand? Any ideas?" Rook asked | eadingly. The two of themwere sitting side
by side in the grass, their backs against a tree.

Rand | eered at her fondly. "Well, yeah, | do have a notion or two. |I'mthinking of going
back to the Southlands to wite my nenoirs.”

Rook grinaced. "You've got to be kidding. Wio the heck cares, anyway? Besides, you're just
at the beginning of your life, not the end of it."

Rand thrust out his chin. "Hey, | think people would be interested to read about sone of
t he adventures we've been through."

"We?" she said excitedly. "Well, that's different! But | think those books are going to
need a fem nine point of view, just to keep things bal anced, of course."

"And you're applying for the position."”
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"I amuniquely qualified to edit you, rogue."

Rand was about to agree, when a trenendous cheer rose fromthe crowds down bel ow.

But the cause of the commotion wasn't Yell ow Dancer, who had just finished her rendition
of "W WII Wn"-the anthem of the First Robotech War-but Lancer hinself. He had thrown off his
wig and female attire and was now attenpting to explain hinself to the audi ence.

"Thank you, everyone, thank you. You've made Yell ow Dancer's final concert the greatest
ever. Thank you all, you're wonderful!"

Those in the front rows saw that he was directing a lot of his delivery to one person in
particul ar: an unusual |ooking woman with short spiky green-blond hair and eyes that glowed |ike
enbers. .. For who else but an out-of-this-world woman was so well suited for Lancer?

Only he wasn't getting the response he had expected; the audi ence seened al nost
indifferent to his visual confession. In fact, they were prepared to follow himin any gui se he
chose; after all, it was just the stage, wasn't it?

Up above, Scott had ki ssed Marl ene good-bye and was headed for the cockpit of the Al pha.
What woul d beconme of her and Sera? he wondered, and found hinsel f thinking about Max and Mriya
Sterling' s daughter, Dana.

He waved to his friends as the VT lifted off, tuning his receiver to the broadcast
frequency of Lancer's concert. He really did it, Scott chuckled to hinself. It was certainly a
month for revel ations.

"I want to dedicate my last nunber to a very special group of friends," Lancer was saying
fromthe stage. "And to one friend in particular...He's leaving Earth behind, and with it the nost
preci ous of possessions: his friends-the people who Iove himnost. But | want himto know that
when he returns, we'll be here to welcone himhone with open arns."

As Scott listened to Lancer's |atest conposition, he found hinmself recalling the names and
faces of the people who had enmerged as heroes during Earth's quarter of a century of devastating
warfare. Rick and Lisa Hunter; Max, Mriya, and Dana Sterling; Lynn-Mnnei and Bowi e Grant and
Louie Nichols...And all those who hadn't lived to see this day: Admiral doval, Roy Fokker
Claudia Grant, Rolf Enerson, and countless others. Scott felt a bittersweet wave pass through him
as Lancer's words crept into his mnd, Earth dwindling nowin the Al pha's cockpit display screen.

She finds himstrong and brave

And how she wants himso, so nuch

So much she knows she needs that touch
To lead the way to | ove.

He spies a gentle sou

Waiting for her to find soneone so
So very sweet and ki nd

To lead the way, the way to | ove.

"The Way to Love," Scott repeated, nmeditating on the words. And it suddenly occurred to
himthat it was love after all that had tipped the scales in each of those terrible wars. Love had
won out over the greed, the hatred, and the betrayals, redressing the evil the Robotech Masters
had first unleashed, and perhaps even atoning for sonme unknown sin that was Zor's al one.

And now t hey have their space
They've run the final race
Love's given thema place
Wiere love can live

Heaven is where they are

Wth | ove, they have no need to roam
Just look at themto see how she

She led themto |ove

They are in | ove
They are in |ove...

Mar | ene! he thought, |eaning out as though to catch a glinpse of her. But there were only
Earth's oceans and cl ouds now, and stars winking into view above him And he made a prom se on one
of them a promise to return after he had found that jinxed ship and its |ong-lost crew.

Scott listened a noment nore, choking back his sadness, and hit the Al pha's thrusters,
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boostering up and away fromthe world he had hel ped to |iberate, one he hoped he woul d see
again. ..

Far bel ow, Lunk, Marlene, and Annie had clinbed into the battered APC and were headed down
to the festival grounds to pick up Lancer and Sera. There were w sps of sunset clouds in a warm
| ooki ng sky, clear all the way to tonorrow. The Moon was rising, brilliant and seem ngly cl oser
than it had ever been. Lunk glanced up at it and said:

"You know, sonetinmes | think that's the nost beautiful sight in the whole world. And |
don't know why anyone would want to |leave it behind."

Annie saw the VT's contrails caught in the western sky's final nmonment of color and sighed.

"And it mght be a long tine before anyone |eaves it again." She sniled.

Mar | ene put her arm around Anni e and hugged her cl ose.

"CGood- bye, Scott," she said softly. "May you find what you're after. May all of us."
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