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Robot ech Sentinels: Death Dance
Book 15 of the Robotech Series
Copyright 1988 by Jack MKi nney

CHAPTER ONE

It was as if the Expeditionary mssion was fated to strike a truce with soneone, and the Regent
just happened to be the only eneny in residence. In another five years the Robotech Masters woul d
arrive in Earthspace, followed three years later by the Regis and her half of the Invid horde; but
in 2026 (Earth-relative) this was still speculation, and for a few brief days there was tal k of
peace, trust, and other inpossibilities.

Ahnmed Rashona, That Pass in the Night: The SDF-3 and the Mssion to Tirol

A fleet of Invid warships energed fromtheir transtenporal journey through hyperspace into the
cool radiance of Fantoma's primary, like so many shells left revealed on a black sand beach by a
receding tide. The nollusklike carriers positioned thensel ves a respectful distance fromthe noon
they had captured then lost; only the fleet's nullet-shaped flagship continued its approach
menacing in its seal ed silence.

At the edge of the ringed giant's shadow, Tirol's guardian, the SDF-3, swung round to face
off with the Regent's vessel, the crinson lobes of its main gun brilliantly outlined in starlight.

Aboard the Earth fortress, in the ship's Tactical Information Center, Mjor General T. R
Edwar ds wat ched as a transport shuttle energed fromthe tip of one of the flagship's arnored
tentacles. Edwards trusted that the Regent was aboard the small craft, acconpanied certainly by a
reti nue of guards and scientists. The presence of the Invid fleet nade it clear that any acts of
aggression or duplicity would spell nutual annihilation for Invid and Hurmans al i ke.

Admiral Forsythe, who commanded the SDF-3's bridge in the wake of Lisa Hayes's departure
with the Sentinels, was now in constant conmunication with the Invid flagship. It was the Regent
who had taken the initiative in suggesting this extraordinary visit, but Forsythe had insisted
that the fortress renmain at high alert status at least until the Regent was aboard. Disillusioned
by decades of war and betrayal, and hardened by the grimrealities of recent reversals, it was the
Human race that had grown wary of sunmits, distrustful of those who would sue for peace

Scanners and canera renotes nonitored the approach of the Regent's shuttlecraft and
rel ayed rel evant data to screens in the fortress's cavernous Tactical Center, where techs and
staff officers were keeping a close watch on the situation. Edwards noved to the railing of the
conmmand bal cony for an overview of the rooms enornous horizontal situation screen. Studying the
positions of the Invid troop carriers in relation to the SDF-3, it occurred to himhow easy it
would be to fire at themright now, perhaps take half of themout along with the Regent hinself
before the Invid retaliated. And even then there was a good chance the fortress woul d survive the
return fire, which was bound to be confused. Numerous though they might be, the Invid seened to
|l ack any real knowl edge of strategy. Edwards was convinced that their successful strike against
the SDF-3 al nbst six nonths ago had been the result of surprise and ol d-fashioned blind |uck. Mre
to the point, he felt that he had an intuitive understanding of this eneny-a second sense birthed
during his brief exposure to the brainlike device his own Ghost Squadron had captured on Tirol

Edwar ds remi nded hi nmself of the several good reasons for exercising restraint. Apart from
the fact that the actual size of the Invid fleet remained unknown, there was this Regis being to
wonder about; her whereabouts and notivations had yet to be determ ned. Besides, he sensed that
the Regent had something nore than peace negotiations in mnd. In any case, the data Edwards had
furnished the Invid regarding the Sentinels' ship had already |linked the two of themin a separate
peace. But Edwards was willing to play out the charade-even if it anmounted to nothing nore than an
opportunity to appraise his potential partner

He di sm ssed his musings abruptly and returned to the bal cony consol e, where he received
an update on the shuttlecraft's ETA in the fortress docking bay. Then, giving a final nonment of
attention to the room s nunerous screens and displays, he hurried out, adjusting his alloy
faceplate as one would a hat, and tugging his dress blues into shape.

The docki ng bay had been transforned into a kind of parade grounds for the occasion, with
everyone present as decked out as they had been at the Hunters' weddi ng extravaganza. There had
been no advance notice of what, if any, protocols were to be observed, but a brass band was on
hand nonet hel ess. The inpression the Plenipotentiary Council w shed to convey was that of a highly-
organi zed group, strong and decisive, but warlike only as a last resort. The twelve nenbers of the
council had a viewstand all to thenselves at the edge of a broad nagenta circle, concentric to the
shuttl e's touchdown zone. A majority of the council had rul ed agai nst the show of force Edwards
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had pushed for, but as a concession, he had been allowed to crowd the bay with rank after rank of
spi t-shined necha-Battl oi ds, Logans, Hovertanks, Excalibers, Spartans, and the |iKke.

The shuttl e docked while Edwards was meking his way to a preassigned place near the
council's raised platform since he had been the council's spokesperson in arranging the talks, it
had been decided that he represent themnow in the introductory proceedi ngs. Edwards had of course
both seen and fought against the enemy's troops, and he had net face-to-face with the scientists
Qbsi m and Tesl a; but neither of these exanples had prepared himfor his first sight of the Invid
Regent, nor had the Royal Hall's comuni cator sphere given himany sense of the XT's size. Like
the | esser beings of the Invid race, the Regent was sonething of an evol utionary pastiche-a
greeni sh sl ug-headed bi pedal creature whose ontogeny and native habitat was inpossible to inmagine-
but he stood a good twenty feet high and was crowned by an organic cow or hood, adorned, so it
seemed, with a nedian ridge of eyeball-like tubercles. Dr. Lang had tal ked about sel f-generated
transformations and reshapings that had little to do with evolution as it had cone to be accepted
(and expected) on Earth. But all the Protoculture pataphysics in the galaxy couldn't keep Edwards
from gapi ng.

A dozen arned and arnored troopers preceded the Regent down the shuttle ranp (a ribbed
saucer simlar in design to the troop carriers), and split into two ranks, genuflecting on either
side of what woul d be the Regent's carpeted path toward the council platform Recovered, Edwards
stepped forward to greet the alien in Tiresian, then repeated the words in English. The Invid
threw back the folds of his cerul ean robes, revealing four-fingered hands, and gl ared down at him

"I learned your |anguage-yesterday,” the Regent announced in a voice that carried its own
echo. "I find your concepts nost...anusing."

Edwar ds | ooked up into the Regent's black eyes and offered a grin. "And rest assured we'l]l
do our best to keep you anused, Your Hi ghness." He was pleased to see the alien's bul bous snout
sensors begin to pul sate.

Edwar ds' s one-eyed gaze held the Regent's own for an instant, and that was all he needed
to realize that something was wong-that this being was not the one he had spoken to via the
comruni cations sphere. But he kept this to hinself, falling aside theatrically to usher the Regent
forward to the council platform

The Pl eni potentiary nenbers introduced thensel ves one by one, and after further
formalities the Regent and his retinue were directed to the anphitheater that had been desi gnated
for the talks. The Regent's size had necessitated a specific route, along which Edwards had nade
certain to place as many varieties of mecha as he could nuster. Each hold the summt principals
passed through found conbat-ready Veritechs and Al phas; each corridor turn, another squad of RDF
troops or a contingent of towering Destroids. Wile aboard, the Regent's every word and step woul d
be nonitored by the extensive security system Edwards had nmade operational as part of his Code
Pyram d project-a systemthat had al so nanaged to find its way into the council's public and
private chanbers, and into many of the fortress's Robotechnol ogi cal |abs and inner sanctumns.

There was a snorgasbord of food and drink awaiting everyone in the anphitheater's
ant echanbers; the Regent nourished hinself on applelike fruits his servants brought forth. Edwards
noti ced that Lang was doing his best to attach hinself to the Invid | eader, but the Regent seened
uni npressed, refusing to discuss any of the topics the Earth scientist broached. In fact, only
M nnei succeeded in getting a rise out of the Regent. Edwards noted that the Invid could barely
take his eyes off the singer after she had conpl eted her songs, and he retained a slightly
spel | bound | ook | ong after the introductory addresses had comrenced.

Ternms for a truce were slated for foll owup discussions, so civilians and nenbers of the
press were pernmitted to enter the anphitheater itself. Edwards saw to it that Mnnmei was seated
beside himin the front row, where the Regent could get a good |ook at the two of them

The alien's initial remarks put to rest any doubts that nmay have lingered in Edwards's
nmi nd concerning the ongoing i npersonation. The Regent spoke of mi sunderstandi ngs on both sides, of
a desire to bring peace and order to a section of the galaxy that had known nonstop warfare for
centuries. He claimed to understand now just what had pronpted the Human forces to undertake their
desperate journey, and he synpathized with their present plight, hinting that it m ght be possible
to accelerate the tinetable for the Human's return trip to their honeworl d-providing, of course,
that certain terms could be agreed upon

"It's a pity there has been so nuch loss of life," the Invid continued in the sane
i mperious tone, "both in Tirol space and during the so-called 'liberation' of Karbarra. But while
we may have no cause for further quarrel with your forces here, it must be understood that no
| eni ency coul d be expected for those of your nunber who chose to join the Sentinels. And despite
what you nay have been told by the Tiresians, those worlds-Praxis, Garuda, and the rest-belong to
me. The reasons for this are conplex and at present irrelevant to the nature of these
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negoti ati ons, but again we wish to stress that the Sentinels' cause was a m sgui ded one fromthe
start. It was inevitable that they fail sooner or later."

A charged silence fell over the auditorium and Edwards had to restrain hinself from
| aughi ng. The Sentinels had not been heard fromfor four nonths now Oficial word had it that the
Farrago was nmintaining radio silence for strategic reasons. Then, recently, there had been open
specul ati on that the ship had been badly danaged during the battle for Praxis. But Edwards knew
better. He felt Mnnei's trenbling grasp on his upper arm Col onel Adans, also seated in the front
row, |eaned forward to throw him a know ng | ook.

"W have only recently lost contact with the Farrago," Professor Lang was saying. "But |I'm
certain that once conmunications are re-established and an accord of sone sort is enacted, Admira
Hunter and the others will abide by its terms and return to Tirol."

The Invid crossed his massive arns. "Yes, |'msure they would have honored it, Dr. Lang
But I'"'mafraid it's too late. Four nonths ago the Sentinels' ship was destroyed-with all hands
aboard. "

A col l ective gasp rose fromthe crowd, and Edwards heard M nnei begin to sob
"Ri ck...Jonathan," she said, struggling to her feet, only to collapse across Edwards's | ap

Soneone nearby screanmed. Lang and the rest of the council were standing, their words
swal | owed up in the noise of dozens of separate conversations. News personnel and nenbers of the
general staff were rushing fromthe room Edwards snapped an order to his aide to sumon a doctor
Adans, meanwhil e, was shovi ng onl ookers aside.

Edwards held M nnei protectively. Once again he sought out the Invid' s |ustrous eyes; and
in that glance a pact was affirned.

But on Praxis the dead wal ked-those Sentinels who had escaped the destruction of the
Farrago, and, unknown to them a deadly host of archaic creatures returned to life in the bowels
of the planet's abandoned Cenesis Pits..

"Take a | ook for yourself," Vince Grant suggested, stepping back fromthe scanner's
nmoni tor screen. Rick Hunter and Jonathan Wl ff | eaned in to regard the image centered there: an
intact drive nodule that had been blown clear of the ship and had fallen into | ow orbit around
Praxis. Vince was reasonably certain the nodul e' s Protocul ture-peat engi nes were undamaged.

"And there's no way to call it down?" Rick asked. "A hundred miles or so and an Al pha
could reach the thing." Normally, one could fly a Veritech to the nmoon and back, but not one of
the Sentinels' all-but-depleted A phas was capabl e of attaining escape velocity.

Vi nce shook his head, his brown face grim "W barely have enough power to keep the nets
alive."

"Then it might as well be a nmillion mles away," Wl ff thought to add.

Vince switched off the screen and the three nen sat down to steaning nugs of tea one of
the Praxi ans had brewed up from sone indi genous grass. After four nonths it had cone down to this:
the GW s stores were nearly enpty and foragi ng had becone one of the group's primary activities.
And in all those nonths they had yet to cone up with an explanation for the di sappearance of the
pl anet's native popul ation. What was left of the central city and all the surrounding vill ages
were deserted. But whether what Bela called "the Praxian Sisterhood" had chosen to | eave had not
been ascert ai ned.

Puzzling, too, were the tectonic anonalies and quakes that were continuing to plague the
pl anet, as often as three tines a day now. The quakes had convinced the Sentinels' Praxian
contingent that Arla-Non--Bela's "nother" and the | eader of the Sisterhood-had struck a deal wth
the Invid to nove the planet's population to sone other world. Rick wasn't sure if he bought the
expl anation, but it certainly served a therapeutic need if nothing el se.

"Look," Rick said, breaking the silence, "they're probably already searching for us.
Lang's not about to wite us off. And even if the mning operation is close to on-schedul e,
they' Il have at |east one ship readied with the capability for a local junp. W just have to hope
the Invid have lost interest in this place."

The horde's absence these nonths bordered on the conspi cuous; and with the quakes and
deserted villages, Cabell had speculated that it was possible the Invid knew sonet hing the
Sentinels didn't.

Rick's optimismin the face of all this had Vince smling to hinself. R ck would al ways be
a comander whether he liked it or not. "It's not Lang we're worried about,"” he said, speaking for
hi msel f and Wl ff.

Ri ck caught his nmeaning. "Edwards has to answer to the council." There was an edge to his
voice he didn't nmean to put there. Lang had warned Ri ck about Edwards during one of the last |inks
the Farrago had had with Base Tirol, and it was difficult to keep the nenory of that brief deep-
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space como from surfacing.

"Don't underestimate the man's anbitions, Rick," WIff cautioned. "I'm sure they're going
to come looking, but I"'mwlling to bet that Edwards wi Il have the council eating out of his hand
by then. Maybe one of us should have-"

"I don't want to go over old ground,"” Rick cut himoff. "The only thing that interests ne
right nowis a way to reach that drive nodule."

G ant and Wl ff exchanged | ooks and studied their cups of tea. Rick was right, of course
there was no use dwelling on the choices they had nade, individually and collectively. WIff liked
to think that at |east Vince had Jean by his side and the precious GWJ under his feet. But Rick
had all but resigned his conmi ssion, and Wl ff hinself had | eft his heart behind.

A runbling sound broke the silence, causing the mugs to skitter across the tabletop. The
tremor built in intensity, rattling the command center's consol es and screens, then subsided,
rolling away beneath them|ike contained thunder

No one spoke for a noment. Wl ff wore a wary | ook as he | oosened his grip on the edge of
the table and sat back to exhale a whistle. "Course, Praxis could do us in long before the Invid
or Edwards."

"Pl easant thought," Vince told him

Ri ck gave them both an angry | ook. "W're going to get to that nodule if we have to pol e-
vault there."

Tactical concerns (and personal preference) had kept Vince Grant and R ck sonewhat
anchored to the GW (which had been noved inland fromits original seaside |anding zone); but the
rest of the substantially reduced Robotech contingent, along with the XT Sentinels, had opted for
Praxi s's wooded val |l eys, the planet's often glorious skies, and rolling hills. Max and Mriya's
Skul | Squadron had spent npbst of the past nonths reconning renote areas, hoping to cone upon sone
trace of the vani shed Sisterhood; but they had only succeeded in further depleting already
critical reserves of Protoculture fuel. Consequently, the WIff Pack stuck close to base,
Hovertanks shut down. Bela and Gnea and the other Praxians had voluntarily detailed thenselves to
serve the group's logistical needs, and were assisted in this by the bearlike Karbarrans and
vul pi ne Garudans. Cabell had all but isolated hinself, disappearing for |ong wal ks from which he
woul d return with sanples of native rock or flora. Still a bit unconfortable with the Humans and
not yet fully accepted by the XTs, the Tiresian was often found in the conpany of Rem Bal dan
Teal, and the |inbl ess Haydonites, Veidt and Sarna. Janice, too, had beconme an unofficial nenber
of Cabell's eldritch clique, nuch to Rick and Lisa's puzzl enent.

Presently, Cabell and Janice were off together on a |ong wal k; they were on a forested
sl ope about fifteen mles fromthe nobile base when the trenor that had shaken the GWUJ struck. The
m nor quake did little nore than knock them off bal ance and | oosen sone gravel and shale from
nearby heights; but it was the norning' s second shakeup and it brought a severe | ook to Cabell's
face.

Jani ce had thought to take hold of the old man's armand utter a short pani cked sound as
the ground began to trenble. It was a performance worthy of Mnnei's best, although Janice could
hardly appreciate it as such-any nore than she could fully understand just what had conpelled her
to seek out Rem and Cabell's conpany in the first place. That this should sonmehow pl ease Dr. Lang
was a thought as baffling to her as it was di sconforting.

"There, there, child," Cabell was saying, patting her hand. "It will be over in a noment."

They recomenced their clinb when the trenor passed. Jani ce di sengaged herself and urged
Cabell to go on with what they had been discussing.

"Ah, yes," he said, running a hand over his bald pate, "the trees."

Janice listened like a student eager for A s.

"As you can see, they're nothing |ike the scrub growh we found on Karbarra-far healthier
much closer to the unnutated form" He notioned with his hand and went up on tiptoes to touch the
spheri cal "canopy" of a healthy-looking specinen. The tendrils that encased the solid-Iooking
sphere and rigid near-translucent trunk seened to pulse with life. G ngerly, Cabell plucked one of
the verdigris-colored applelike fruits, burnished it against his robe, and began to turn it about
in his winkled hand.

"Even the fruit they bear is different in color and texture-although still a far cry from
the true Opteran species. Nevertheless, it may tell us something.” He took off his rucksack and
pl aced the sanple inside. "Look for the ripest ones," the instructed Janice, as she added a second
fruit to the pack.

Cabel | was straightening up when a sudden novenent further up the slope caught his eye.
Jani ce heard himstart, and turned to follow his narrowed gaze.
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"What was it?"

Cabel | stroked his beard. "I thought | saw sonmeone up ahead."
"A Praxi an?" Jani ce asked, craning her neck and sharpeni ng her vision.
"No," he said, shaking his head. "I would swear it was Burak!"

Later, a stone's throw fromthe grounded GWJ, inside the wooden structure that had been
designated both quarters and cell, Tesla wolfed down the fruits Burak had picked fromthe sinister
orchard Zor's Flower of Life seedings had spawned on Praxis.

"Yes, yes, different, ummm?" the Invid was saying in a voice tinged-with rapture.

The young Perytonian tried to avert his eyes, but in the end couldn't help hinself from
wat ching Tesla as he ingested fruit after fruit. Mist sucking noises filled the cell

"And you think they may have seen you?" Tesla asked him

"It is possible-Cabell, in any case."
Tesla scoffed, still munching and handling the fruits as if they were wealth itself.
"Cabell is too old to recognize the nose on his own face. Besides, they know | can't subsist on

what you call food."

Burak said nothing. It was true enough: the Invid' s food stock had been destroyed with the
Farrago, and the Sentinels had agreed to place Burak in charge of securing alternative nutrient
pl ants. But Cabell, who was anything but a doddering old nan, and perhaps fearing the very
transformati ons Tesla was begi nning to undergo, had suggested that the Invid' s fruit and Fl ower
i ntake be regulated-this in spite of the fact that Tesla had to some extent ingratiated hinself
with the group since their victory on Karbarra. Each evening, Cabell and Jean Grant would | ook in
on Tesla. Burak had been asked to furnish themwith a daily | og of the ampbunts gathered and
i ngested; and the devilish-I1ooking Perytonian was conpl yi ng-i nasmuch as he would file a report.
But the report was hardly a reflection of the actual anounts Tesla consuned. Fortunately, though
the Invid' s transformati ons had been linmted to brief periods follow ng his neals, when neither
Cabel I nor Jean were present.

"Mre," Tesla said now, holding out his hands

Burak regarded the Invid' s newy-acquired fifth digit and pulled the basket out of reach
"I think you've had enough for today." Burak had heard it said that extraordinary powers could be
gained fromingesting the fruits of Haydon's Wrlds, but he had never understood that to mean
physi cal transfiguration, and the Invid' s recent changes were beginning to fill himw th fear

Tesla's eyes glowed red as he cane to his feet, taller by inches than he had stood on
Karbarra. "You dare to say this to ne after all we've been through? You, who sought ne out before
fate landed us in this despicable situation? And what of your honeworld and the curse you were so
feverish to see ended-have you given up hope? Wuld you renounce your destiny?"

Burak took a hesitant step toward the door, the basket clasped to him "You're changi ng!"
he said, pointing to Tesla's hands. "They're going to notice it, and what then? They'll cut back
on the anpunts, put soneone else in charge of you. Then what becones of your pron ses-what becones
of Peryton?"

Tesla continued to glare at hima nmonent nore, transnogrifying even as Burak watched. The
Invid s skull rippled and expanded, as though being forced to conformto some novel interior
design. Gradually, however, Tesla reassuned his natural state and coll apsed back into his seat,
spent, subdued, and apol ogeti c.

"You're right, Burak. W nust take care to keep our partnership a carefully-guarded
secret." Hi s black, ophidian eyes fixed on Burak. "And have no fear for your tortured world. Wen
the tine cones for me to assume ny rightful place in these events, | shall reward you for these
efforts.”

"That's all that | ask," Burak told him

The two XTs fell silent as a gentle trenor shook the building.

Tesla stared at the floor. "I sense sonething about this planet,” he announced, his sensor
organs twitching as his snout cane up. "And | think | am beginning to see just what the Regis was
doi ng here."

CHAPTER TWO

Unfortunately, there are no detailed descriptions of the Genesis Pits, other than Rand's col orfu
but highly personalized and i npressionistic accounts (specious, as sone would add), and the notes
Col onel Adans hastily scribbled to hinself while on Optera. And despite a plethora of theories and
expl anations, the sad truth is that the nechanismof the Pits remains a conplete nystery-except to
say that they were devices utilized by the Regis for purposes of creative evolution. Praxis
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apparently played host to the |argest of these, and Lang, to name one, has specul ated that the
Pits not only gave rise to extinct creatures, but succeeded in regressing the entire planet to a
formati ve stage of destructive vul cani sm

Zeus Bell ow, The Road to Refl ex Point

If Burak and Tesla had becone the Sentinels' silent partnership, then Jack Baker and Karen Penn
were certainly the group's inseparable pair. But that, each |liked to believe, was nerely a result
of duty assignnments. And even four nonths on Praxis hadn't provided themw th enough tine to work
through the conpetitive trifles that fueled their relationship. They were not only narooned, but
mar ooned together; and Praxis had becone the proverbial town that just wasn't big enough for the
two of them Bela, Praxis's wasp-waisted local sheriff, was only one of the contributing factors;
but Karen neverthel ess took every opportunity to keep Jack as far from Bela as she could, often
encouragi ng the Hovercycle recons that had becone sonething of Jack's stock-in-trade

A joyride disguised as a scouting m ssion had brought Jack and Karen to a series of caves
two hours out fromthe GWJ. Lron and Kam had ridden with them Four nonths had given the
Sentinels plenty of time to grieve for those who had gone down with the Farrago; but Karen often
wondered just how long it was going to take for her to grow accustoned to her XT conrades. She
wasn't a bit xenophobic-a fact that had won her a place with the Sentinels to begin with-and in
actuality it wasn't so nuch the strangeness of Lron or Kanmi that overwhel ned her, but the
simlarities. If only Karbarrans didn't so resenbl e Kodi ak bears, she would tell herself. And if
only Kam didn't |look like upright versions of the foxes she used to see near the cabin her father
had once owned. .. She had nuch less trouble with Baldan and Teal, with their bodies of Iiving
crystal. O Tesla, for that matter-now there was an alien you could believe in!

But wol ves and bears and snail -headed things...Karen was in the midst of w shing that Bela
had had a nore alien formeven a nore rotund form when w thout warning, Jack hissed: "Cut it out!"

The four Sentinels were well into the central cave now, inside a huge vaulted corridor
that was as hot as blazes and reeking of sul phur. Curiosity had drawn themin; but Jack, never one
to do things hal fway, had insisted they go "just a little further," and here they were a good hal f
a click along. There were prinitive sketches on the walls of the caverns they had passed through-
depi ctions of hideous spiderlike creatures Jack clainmed were "synbol s"-and Karen was in no nood
for fun house ganmes or |augh-in-the-dark surprises.

"Huh?" she said, gul ping and finding her voice.

"I said cut it out."

"I know what you said, Jack..."

She threw himan angry |l ook in the darkness, wondering suddenly if she had actually voiced
sone of her private nusings about Bela. Then all at once sonething hit her on the top of the head.
XTs or not, she decided, someone was trying to be funny. Karen whirled around, hoping to catch
Kam in the act, but he was way off to her left inspecting a chunk of rock near the cave wall.
Lron, too, seened to be preoccupied with other things. So, w ping sweat from her face, she turned
back to Jack, and said, "Not funny."

"What ?"

She put a hand up to shield her eyes fromhis miner's light. "Throwi ng things. |'m not
real thrilled about being in here to start with."

"I didn't throw anything," he started to say, when Lron's gurgling snarl interrupted him

"Who hit me?" the Karbarran grow ed.

Jack felt a tap on his shoulder, swng to it, then instinctively |ooked up. His |ight
illum nated what | ooked |ike an assenbl age of gl obul ar-shaped deposits on the cave's ceiling.
Suddenly he saw one of the things nove, and realized that it was sonme sort of free-floating,
transl ucent sphere. Kam switched on the light strapped above his muzzl emask and shined it on
anot her portion of the ceiling; here were nore spheres, ranging from baseball size to al nost four
feet in dianeter, all bobbing against the rock |ike helium ball oons.

"What the...?" Jack said, noving his head around, the beam finding nore and nore gl obes.
"Jeez, the place is crawing with them"

"Jack!" Kami shouted, training his light on sonething further along the corridor. Everyone
turned in tine to see a nmedi umsi zed gl obe emerge |like a bubble froma conelike projection in the
cave floor. Jack rushed ahead, watching the mlky thing ascend, and soon found hinself perched on
the rimof a large shaft, roughly circular and belching up a | ot of heat and noxious funes. Kani,
Lron, and Karen joined hima nonment |ater, just as another gl obe was beginning to make its way up
and out.

"What a stink," Karen conment ed.

Warily, Jack reached out to touch the basketball-sized orb. It was hot, but not
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dangerously so; what surprised himwas the thing's nisleading solidity.

"Jack, don't," Karen warned himwhen he tried to capture it.

But as was so often the case with Jack, the warning canme too |ate: no sooner had he taken
hol d of the sphere than it shot toward the ceiling, lifting Jack off the floor. Arns extended over
his head, he rode it up for fifteen feet before letting go and | anding on the other side of the
cavern in a neat tuck-and-roll that blew out the miner's |ight.

"Yeah!" he whooped, as Kam helped himto his feet. It wasn't unlike the spill he had
taken six nmonths ago in Tiresia, but this time he had | anded anong fri ends.

Karen haul ed of f and whacked himin the arm "Jack, can't you just-"

"That thing took off like a rocket! Alnbst pulled nmy arns out of the sockets."

"Yeah, we noticed, Jack," Karen said, niffed.

They were all staring at the ceiling now.

Jack wat ched the spheres bob agai nst one another. "Al nost seens |ike they're | ooking for a
way out of here, doesn't it?"

"Yeah, just like we are,

Karen and Lron said at the same time.

In the conmo chanber of his hivelike domain on Optera, the Invid Regent received a
transm ssion fromthe sinmulagent who was representing himon Tirol. It seened that the so-called
Humans now occupyi ng the Robotech Masters' ravaged and forlorn noon had put on quite a showwth
the kind of ponp and circunstance the Regent strived to imtate. He was al nost sorry he hadn't
gone there hinself. What with nost of his remmining fleet anchored i n Fantomaspace, was there
really anything to fear? he asked hinself. Still, the fact remained that there were too many
unanswer ed questions. Wat, after all, did the woul d-be commander of the Human forces-this Mjor
General Edwards-want? He had been so quick to come to the Regent's aid in that matter of the
Sentinels' ship...But it bothered the Regent that the Human had yet to ask for anything in return
Did he sinply wish to capitalize on the Sentinels' defeat to nove hinself higher in the chain of
command, or were these nmachinations part of some | arger schenme?

In a certain sense the answer was uninportant, the Regent decided at |ast-providing he
coul d nake use of that factionalismthat divided the Hunman forces

He regarded the inage in the conmuni cations sphere, catching a look in his double's eyes
that troubled him "Is there news of Tesla?"

"There is,"” the sinmulagent said. "It appears the Tesla was aboard the Farrago when our
forces destroyed it."

Tesl a, dead, the Regent thought. It touched himin a way he woul d never have believed
possi bl e. But perhaps it was not true, perhaps there were survivors of that battle? He had yet to
hear fromthe follow up forces who had been sent in to resecure the planet. "Wwo seens to be in
charge?" he asked after a nonent.

"As you surm sed,” the sinulagent continued, "there are signs of an ongoi ng power
struggle, principally between Edwards and a certain Dr. Lang-a scientist who did his best to charm
me during the introductory sessions."

"I's Lang the weaker one, then?"

"No...no, this is not nmy belief. The scientist in fact seems to have the backing of the
Humans' council-an assenbly that functions as a kind of governing body."

The Regent found the idea odd-as he had the puzzling gerontocracy the Robotech Masters had
favored. He couldn't understand how twel ve m nds could agree on anything, when he and his queen-
merely two mnds-had quarrel ed over every decision

"Then, you nust work on Edwards," the Regent said. "Prom se your continued support in his
petty struggle if it comes down to that. Tell himwe'll join forces. But just nake certain you
| earn the whereabouts of their homeworld! and how they cane to possess Protoculture. It may be
that they know nore than we do about Zor's matrix or the Masters' destination.”

"Am | to make no demands of Edwards in return for our support, Your Hi ghness? It hardly
seens a W se nove."

The Regent stared at the sphere's image in disbelief. Was this sone evil mrror he was
| ooki ng i nto now? "Just what would you have nme denmand?" he asked, seething under the restraint he
kept in his voice.

"The brain, to begin with. Along with their prom se to keep out of the sectors we stil
control ."
The Regent made a di sm ssive notion toward the sphere. "These things are obvious, servant.
What el se is on your nind?"

"M nnei," the sinulagent said w thout explanation

The Regent made an irritated sound and scowl ed. "Wat's a M nnei ?"
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"The Human femal e that sang for ny benefit."”

The Regent caught hinself from staggering back fromthe sphere. He had only the vaguest
understanding of this thing called singing, but the inplication was cl ear enough: the simulagent
was flawed in the sane way that the Regis was. She had all owed herself to be seduced by Zor, and
now this pathetic creature the Regent had sent to Tirol was falling victimto the sane perverse
urge! Was there no end to these injustices!

"Hear me, grub," the Regent grow ed, hood puffed up Iike a poisonous sac. "My reach is
I ong enough to end your |ife where you stand. Do ny bidding, or feel the power of ny wath."

The sinmul agent genuflected for the rembte eye of the sphere. "My lord."

"Now and al ways," the Regent said, shutting down the device.

Ri ck had spent the better part of the Praxian day inside the GW, brainstormng with Vince
and Wl ff about possible ways to contact the orbiting Spherisian drive nmodul e. Onboard conputers
had cal cul ated the period of the nodule's eccentric course, and gone on to project just how rmuch
Sekiton fuel the thing contained, how far the nodul e could be expected to fold, and just when its
new y-attained orbit around Praxis m ght decay. But there were still no solutions to the big
guestions of how to reach the nmodule or bring it down.

Rick left the base just before sunset, as had becone his habit this past nonth, and joined
the core group in their makeshift canp on the outskirts of the Praxian inland city. He wasn't fond
of the scene, which rem nded himnore of a recreational canpground than the billet it was supposed
to be. Things were not just |ax, but |oose, as though everyone but himhad grown to accept the
situation. There was a logic to it, of course; it nade no sense to walk around tied up in knots.
But just the sanme, Rick had no patience with conplacency, and he silently hoped that an idea woul d
conme to themone night while sitting around these canp-fires conparing cultural notes. So he stood
inline with the rest of them now, Human and XT alike, and hel ped hinself to the Praxian gruel the
mess staff was cooking up to supplenent the reconstituted nmeals and nutrient pills taken fromthe
base's dwi ndling stores. Moreover, these sessions were the only waki ng hours he got to spend with
Li sa-the new Lisa, that was, the liberated Lisa

Where Gnea and Bela were still unforgiving of Mriya Sterling's Zentraedi past, they had
enbraced Lisa as though she were a | ong-lost nenber of the Sisterhood. At first R ck was not
entirely unhappy about it, but all at once Lisa seened a different person than the one who had
argued so strongly against his joining the Sentinels to begin with. And while it was true that
what was good for Lisa was good for the group, Rick couldn't help but feel a bit, well, jealous of
the partnership Gnea and Lisa had formed. The Praxian seened to draw this sort of reaction
everywhere she stepped. Rick knew that Karen was having troubles with her, and he guessed t hat
even Bel a nmust be harboring some anbival ent feelings about her friend s sudden preoccupation with
Li sa.

Wth Ghea it was martial skills that mattered nost; but beyond speed and strength, Lisa
had di scovered sonet hing el se: an i ndependence and sel f-assertiveness that was taking sone getting
used to.

Ri ck had these thoughts in nmind when she cane over to sit beside himin the firelight,

still flushed and exhilarated from her |atest weapons training session. She tal ked about the fee
of the hal berd in her hands, the power of the naginata; she was practically poetic in describing
Gnea' s crossbow and two-handed shortsword. Rick took it all in, forcing a smle and offering al

he could in the way of appropriate nods and utterances; but behind the smle his mnd was doi ng
backflips. What next? he asked hinsel f. Wuld he cone out here one evening to find her parading
around in some skinmpy fighting costune, |like Bela's bossed and D-ringed body harness? Wuld she
suddenly take to buccaneer boots, some totemcrested helm [|ong-bladed dirks and throw ng knives?
Ri ck shuddered at the thought, grateful for the fact that that dammed Robosteed, Halidarre, was
tenporarily grounded. Unfortunately, however, the Praxian's |anbent-eyed malthi, Hagane, was not,
and the wi nged pest nearly parted Rick's hair as it cane darting in just nowto settle itself on
Bel a' s bul ky forearm sheat h.

Rick muttered a curse and | ooked over at his wife. "G ad to hear how well it's going," he
told her. "And I'msure all this'Il come in handy at the next Tirol decathlon."

She | ooked at hi m askance and took a forkful of food fromhis plate. "Something bothering
you, Rick?"

"No, no, | nean, it's good to see you keepi ng busy, Lisa.”

"I's that what you think I'm doing-'keeping busy'?"

Rick inclined his head, eyes narrowed. "It's what we're all doing, isn't it? Wat am|l

supposed to do: spit in nmy pal mand pledge ny fealty to sonmeone? 'For the Eternal She and the
glory of Haydon!'" Rick m m cked.
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IIN Ck' n
"No, really. Maybe we should all be practicing swordplay and crossbow techni que, |eaps and
hi gh junmps. Then maybe one of us'l|l be able to reach that nodul e i nstead of wasting away down

here. "

Al nost everyone in the circle caught an earful of Rick's words, and the usual evening's
chatter abruptly ceased. The fires crackled, and four Hovercycles could be heard approaching the
perimeter. Lisa and Rick seenmed to be locked in an eye-to-eye contest when Jack, Karen, Kanm, and
Lron entered the canp. Jack took a long | ook around, oblivious to the unconfortable silence his
swaggering entrance had di spersed, and announced cheerfully: "Wait'll you hear what we found."

"They' ve agreed to help us," Veidt said |ater on, hovering into the cavern where Rick and
sonme of the other Sentinels were puzzling over the hideous cave paintings Karen had pointed out.
"If 'agreed' is the proper word."

Karen noted that there were fewer globes than there had been that afternoon; several had
apparently found their way out, as evidenced by the fact that one or two had been found bobbing
against the ceiling close to the nouth of the cave.

"Then they are life-fornms?" Rick said.

"Ch, nost assuredly."

Ri ck heard Bela snort behind him After Jack had told themof the find, the Praxian women
clained to have heard tales of these orb creatures from Arl a-Non, chief of the Sisterhood. But the
things were believed to be extinct, just as the beasts depicted on the cave wall were-or so Rick
and the others hoped.

They had all tried to convince Rick that the orbs could wait until the norning, but he had
i nsisted Jack | ead them back to the caves inmmediately. Now, not quite four hours since Jack's
return to the base, Rick and half a dozen or so of the core group were standing in the floodlit
heat of the cave, listening to the results of Veidt's tel epathic probe.

"I register no sense of how they cane to arrive here," the nmouthl ess Haydonite was m nd-
speaki ng, notioning to the cavern. "I only know that their destiny |lies somewhere in space. This
condition of...levity is but a transitional stage in their life cycle. They are sentient, in what
nmght be terned a primtive, or instinctual, fashion. But the inportant thing is that they seemto
under stand our need for their assistance-their support, if | may be permtted to play with your
| anguage sone. In fact, Sarna and | detect a certain desperateness to their own flight-as if they
are not nerely obeying a behavioral directive, but are, in quite a real sense, escaping."

No one felt a need to state the obvious: Praxis was a tectonic nightmare from which they
all wished to awaken. The heat and stench of the cave only reinforced that fact. And if the cave
was i ndeed a vol canic vent of sone sort, it was no wonder the gl obes were anxi ous to |eave.

Cabel I, his face and gl abrous pate beaded with sweat, was watching one of the snmaller
creatures now, as it bobbed its way toward the entrance. He couldn't help but be rem nded of
Tiresia's antigrav spheres, and he began to question if there wasn't sone nysterious connection
her e.

Ri ck was wat chi ng the sane sphere; but he was wondering just how many it might take to
lift an Al pha to the edge of the Praxian envel ope. "Do they understand what we're asking of thenf-
the specifics, | nean.”

Vei dt hovered over to a position directly beneath a cluster of the creatures.

"The mecha should lift off on its own power," Sarna answered for him "After that, Veidt
and | will be able to herd the orbs into place."

Excited, Rick punched the palmof his hand. He swung around to Jack and Karen. "Contact
the GWJ. Tell Vince to round up the Skull and the Wl ff Pack. W've got to work fast and assenbl e
a crew for the nodule.”

"WIIl we be heading back to base?" Karen thought to ask

Ri ck shook his head. "G ve Vince our position. Tell himwhat we've |learned."” He glanced up
at the gl obes, rivulets of sweat running down into his eyes. "I want the base to conme to us."

VWil e nenbers of the Sentinels hurried to break down the canp and ready the GWJ for
nmoti on, Burak was breaking the news to Tesla. The Invid made himrepeat it several tines unti
satisfied he had all the details straight.

He had felt certain all along that he wasn't fated to end his days on Praxis, and now
Burak had brought word that Hunter and the others had discovered a way to reach the orbiting drive
modul e. Wth precious little time to spare, Tesla thought as he and Burak packed away the few
bel ongings the Invid kept in his cell.

Ever since his earlier ingestion of the mutated fruits, his mnd had been reeling, |ocked
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in a kind of revelatory state, where answers cane to himfull-blown, |ike short-lived expl osions
of light. He had been asking hinmself why the Regis had cone to Praxis in the first place; it was a
question that had been plaguing himon and off for nonths now.

It was before the nutiny aboard the Farrago that they had encountered one anot her, when
Tesla had | anded on Praxis to choose specinens for the Regent's zoo. The Regis had given hima
vague expl anation then, and it didn't occur to himuntil much later on to question her responses.
Wth the continual quakes to spur himon, however, and the aid of the fruits, the answer becane
obvi ous: she had come here to conduct further Genesis Pit experinents-part of her grand schene to
transmute the Invid race into sonething Tesla hinself could not yet begin to i magi ne. Optera had
been the site of the first Pits, where Tesla and nost of the other evolved Invid were birthed. But
the Regis's experinment there had al nost doonmed the planet; it had, in fact, touched off the
initial search for secondary worlds she mi ght enploy. Abandoning Optera and the Regent, she had
finally come to Praxis to hollow out new Pits deep in the planetary core. And of course that was
why she had left the place-because her experinent was following the sane course it had taken on
Opt er a.

Left. But for where? Tesla asked hinself...

He put a hand on Burak's shoul der as they were about to | eave the room "You say they wll
be choosing a crewto pilot the first Al pha up to the nodul e?"

Burak felt the strength of the Invid s grip, and tried to shake it off, but could not.
"Are we going to die here, Tesla?" he asked in a faltering voice. "Peryton, ny people-"

"Quiet, you fool!" Tesla stepped through the doorway, glancing around to assure hinself
that no one was within earshot, then swi nging back around to Burak. "W won't die here-not if
we're part of that crew, we won't."

Burak's face contorted. "But how"

"You | eave that to me. | just need to know one thing.
pil ot that Spherisian nmodul e?"

"l suppose so," Burak said uncertainly.

Tesla stretched out his thick neck. "Then we're all set.”

Tesla sniffed at him "Can you

CHAPTER THREE

In Admiral [Rick] Hunter's personal notes [recorded on Praxis], we learn of several discussions
that took place between Cabell and Bela regarding the issue of child-bearing anong the Praxians.
(Hunter hinself was nonplussed to hear Bela refer to Arla-Non as her "mother.") [Bela] even

al l owed Cabell to tour the whaashi-"birthing center," or creche-although refused to enter it
herself. It was understood that certain nmenbers of the Sisterhood were preselected to receive
femal e "of fspring,” who were then rai sed as "daughters of the Sun." The Praxians had little
under st andi ng of courtship, sexuality, or pregnhancy; the "coupling rite" being a kind of catch-al
mystery that was at the same tinme enticing and fearsone. Cabell, of course, was quick to see
Haydon's hand at work.

A. Jow, The Historical Hay don

O all the worlds she had visited, this was the saddest, the Regis deci ded as she contenpl at ed
Haydon |V's cityscape fromthe uppernost tier of the Invid headquarters there. It was a smnal

worl d, perfect in every respect, but with a heart as lifeless as the facel ess bei ngs who hovered
across its surface and seened to know one's every thought. The Regent |iked to believe that he had
conquered the place by cajoling his way into a position of absolute authority; but Haydon IV had
seen many a woul d-be ruler cone and go, while it itself renmmi ned unchanged, ungovernabl e,
unreachable. It was one of the few open trading ports left since the Tirol-Optera war had spread
i ke sone contagion through the Quadrant; and as such Haydon |V enjoyed a senbl ance of peace.
Still, the Regis sensed the presence of an inconprehensible evil here, far worse than the

vul cani stic horrors her Genesis Pit experinents had unearthed on poor Praxis.

She had cone to see for herself what the Invid scientists had found here, and now, as
grateful as she was for the data they had supplied her, she could feel nothing but a kind of vague
dread for the future, for the very path she had enbarked on. Haydon IV s sophisticated scanners
had picked up a trace of the Robotech Masters' course, and in effect pointed a way to Zor's ship
with its matrixed Flowers. But the Regis's private sanplings of the planet's vast store of
met aphysi cal know edge had reveal ed sonething of potentially greater inmport-a suggestion that she
had been as sel f-deceived as the Regent had been. That her ostensibly evolved nature-along with
her continuing efforts to search out the physical form deemed nost perfect to enbody her intellect-
was but a carefully constructed del usion, self-generated and engi neered to keep her fromthe real
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truth. And yet it was a truth she refused to contenplate, a mating she woul d not accept-one she
was not at any rate prepared to accept.

There woul d conme a nonent years hence when these truths woul d dawn on her |ike the
prinordial fireball itself, and the Invid Regis would willingly surrender the shackles of
physicality and ascend; but just now, she chose to keep Haydon IV s revel ati ons from her thoughts,
and turn her attention to the Praxian wonan who had requested audience.

"This world is a paradise," the Regis said, turning fromthe spire's inconparable view,
but gesturing to it nevertheless. "I have travel ed the Quadrant over, and never have | known such
an exquisite place."

Arl a-Non flashed her a scornful |ook, and tossed back a | uxuriant nane of sun-bl eached
hair. "Better a cave on Praxis than a palace here," she sneered. "Every nerve in ny body screans
at me to beware this place, this planet. Every breath of its wind carries alie."

She was tall and powerfully built, clothed in swaths of colorful fabric and knee-high
boots of soft hide. Looking at her, the Regis couldn't help but be reninded of her own failed
attenpts to enulate that racial form to please Zor...

"I's that fair?" the Invid Queen-Mther asked, an edge to her voice as she approached the
Praxi an. "You knew not hing but hardshi p, and now you have | uxury beyond the dreans of nost
bei ngs. "

"And you have Praxis," Arla-Non shot back.

The Regis made an inpatient gesture. "You nust learn to forget Praxis, as | have Optera.
Your world is dooned."

"So you continue to tell ne. It is your way of decreeing that Praxis had becone nothing
nmore than an Invid breeding ground.”

"Praxis will breed nothing but asteroids!" the Regis seethed. "I cannot change the past,
Praxi an. Make your peace with this world, or live out your days in tornment. | offer you no other
choi ce. "

Wthout a word, Arla-Non spun on her heel and headed for the entrance to the spire's
transport shaft; she stopped short of its triangular accessway. "I can choose to fight you to the
last, Invid."

The Regi s had her back turned, but the Praxian's words found their nmark. She was begi nni ng
to understand why the Regent had never regarded persuasion as a viable option where force could be
enpl oyed. The Regis made note of it, pronising death for the next beings who attenpted to thwart
her .

Praxis, neanwhile, was beginning to come apart.

Forced by ground swells, fissures, and rock slides into taking the |long way around, the
GW arrived at the caves precious hours behind its projected ETA. But with the region's nunerous
caves and shafts to vent the planet's internal pressure, the | and here had been spared sone of the
tectonic turnmoil afflicting other areas. Nevertheless, the air was filled with static charge,
heat, and stench, and the cave that housed the orbs was fast becom ng unworkable. The Skull had
arrived hours earlier, and by the tinme Vince and Jean G ant, Janice, Rem WIff, Burak, and the
others stepped fromthe nobile base, the rest of the core Sentinels were well into Rick's
i mpronptu briefing. Several dozen orbs of varying size had already exited the cave, and were well
on the way to their enigmatic deepspace destiny; but Veidt and Sarna had "persuaded" the
stragglers to lag behind awhile | onger. Kam and Learna had reported the enmergence of yet nore
spheres fromthe cavern's internal chimmey. Cabell speculated that it m ght be possible to w den
the access some, and thereby increase the chances of additional creatures reaching the surface.

The plan called for the spheres to lift an Alpha with a crew of five clear through
Praxi s's suddenly al bescent atnopsphere. Once in space and under its own power, the necha woul d
conpl ete the rendezvous with the drive nodule. When that was acconplished, the crew would drop the
nmodule into a lower orbit while the spheres continued to raise five-person crews. It was
concei vabl e that the GW woul d have to be abandoned, but at |east the VIs and Hovertanks woul d
survive. Although it sounded crazy the plan was strai ghtforward enough; there remai ned, however,
several variables to deal with. First, the Sentinels had no i dea how many orbs mi ght be required
tolift a VI, or just how fast they would be able to raise it the requisite distance. An incorrect
guess could | eave the mecha hanging in space waiting for the nodule to conplete another orbit, or
worse still, missing the thing altogether. Second, and equally problematic, the initial crew would
have to be conprised of personnel capable of piloting the nmodule into a | ower orbit, and possibly-
shoul d the orbs for sone reason wi thdraw their support-through a spacefold to Karbarra, or
equi di stant Fantoma. Third, someone was going to have to stay in touch with the orbs.

This last issue had been decided by the tine the GW contingent joined the others near the
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cave entrance. Sarna was going to be in charge of nmustering and instructing the creatures in their
task. Veidt had sinmply said, "Sarna will do it," and no one argued the point. Rick now had the
nmodul e in m nd.

Most of the XT aliens were out of the running for this slot, except Veidt-who was needed
down below to mind-l1ink with the spheres-and Lron. Rick had doubts that the burly Karbarran could
successfully pilot the ship through a junp; and al though the nodul e was Spherisian in design
nei ther Teal nor Baldan were qualified to handle it. Vince was needed for the GW. That left only
Li sa, unless..

"Jani ce," Rick said suddenly, "can you handle it?"

Burak al nbst volunteered, but Tesla restrained himat the |ast nonment, gesturing him
silent while everyone's attention was focused on Mnnei's forner partner

She nodded, without saying anything. If it came down to a fold for Tirol, Lang woul d be
delighted to find her aboard. She sensed Lisa |ooking at her, and gave her a tight-1ipped but
under st andi ng | ook

"Lisa?" Rick said, figuring he would be safer with a crowd around him

"I"'mfine with your choice, Conmmander," she told himevenly. "But just who do you have in
mnd to pilot the A pha?"

Ri ck | ooked around unconfortably. "Wll, | think I'mthe nost qual -"
Hal f - a- dozen voices interrupted himat once.
"It's too risky," Max said, speaking for all of them "I'll go."

"Your place is with the Skull,"” Rick pointed out firmy, and everyone grunbled their
agreenent. Several of Max's squadron volunteered, including Mriya, but Rick rejected all of them
for one reason or another. Then Jonathan Wl ff stepped forward.

“I"'mthe logical choice," he said, addressing the circle. "Wth Vince and Max, we'll stil
have our air-and ground-based forces intact in the event of a followup attack. One | ess tanker
isn't going to influence things one way or another."

Rick had to smle at WIff's attenpt at humility; but WIff's reasoni ng was sound. "Al

he said at last, "you ve got it."

Just then Tesla began to shoulder his way to the center of the circle. "Commander, |, too,
woul d i ke to volunteer ny services." He turned to the Sentinels, some of whom were already
ridiculing him

"You've all seen how | can be made to cooperate. But now | wi sh nothing nore than to
denmonstrate ny willingness to cooperate. These four nmonths have taught nme a great deal about
freedom and self-determ nation, and I would urge you all to begin to accept ne as a nenber of your
group, rather than a prisoner. Should the Regent's troops appear in Praxis-space, | will be there
to foil them nuch as | did in Tracialle."

Ri ck | ooked up at the Invid, remenbering what Lisa had told himof the Farrago's attack on
the Karbarran city, and wondering whet her Tesla was genuine or sinply trying to save his own green
skin. Rick asked himif he wasn't growing tired of his rol e-whether he had any reservations about
betraying the Invid cause.

"It seens to be ny lot inlife," Tesla said in a theatrical nanner. "Besides, | want this
m ssion to succeed as much as the rest of you do."

Ri ck exhal ed a short |augh. "W appreciate that, Tesla. But intentions aside, | think you
nm ght be too...uh, large for the necha."”

"Too large!" Telsa said as though insulted. "Put nme in the Beta's cargo section, then." He
sucked in his breath, as if to narrow his bulk, and waited, making an effort to will the right
words into the Human's m nd.

"You think we can fit Burak and Tesla back there?" Rick asked Wl ff hesitantly.

Wl ff sized up the Invid and the horned Perytonian, who was | ooking a bit peaked. "Be a
little tight, but I think we can manage them"

"Then let's hop to it," Rick said decisively.

Tesla and Burak lingered for a nonent at the hub of the sudden activity. The Invid turned
partway toward his acconplice and spoke in a hushed voice.

"Make certain you bring plenty of fruit aboard, ny young friend. Destiny calls to us

right,’

bot h. "

On Tirol, too, things were off to a shaky start. During the first session of the truce
negoti ati ons, the Regent had thrown a kind of tenper tantrum which only Edwards recogni zed as
being as false as the Invid hinself. He had a perfect understanding of the inposter's aim and so
was hardly surprised to learn afterward that the XT had informed Dr. Lang and the council he woul d
henceforth nmeet with Edwards only. The Regent had expl ained how difficult and alien it was for him
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to discuss terns with a body of representatives-especially when one of those twelve was a
Zentraedi, with whomthe Invid woul d never nake peace. Once again Lang had tried to set hinself up
as onmbudsnman, and once again the Regent had rejected himout of hand. Edwards was the Human the
Regent would talk to, and none other. Lang let the council know that he was agai nst any one-to-one
arrangenents and insisted that his argunents be added to the record. But Edwards was delighted to
hear that the council had overruled the scientist's objections and that Longchanps and the others
were counting on himto see the talks through to their conpletion

Just now the sinulagent and the traitor were seated across from one another in Edwards's
spaci ous quarters aboard the SDF-3. The two of them had already put on quite a show in the
fortress anphitheater, but here they were safe fromthe prying eyes of the council and free to
speak their mnds. Edwards had decided to play it close to the bone, and congratul ated the Invid
on his performance.

"Why, whatever do you mean, Ceneral ?" the false Regent said after a short silence.

There was just enough hesitation in the Invid s response to reassure Edwards that he was
dealing with an inposter, but it benefited himto play along. "Your words for the council's
scanners," Edwards told him "Al that talk about how there's nore than enough roomin the
Quadrant for both our races."

"W are a reasonabl e peopl e,
brought with him

the fal se Regent returned, sipping at the green grog he had

"Yes, of course, you are. |'mencouraged by the very fact that you've conme to Tirol. There
are some who didn't believe you would."

“And you?"

"Ch, | think you're capable of al nbost anything, Your Highness."

The Invid set aside his goblet and | ooked across the desk at Edwards. "You speak boldly
for one your size, Human. Are all those fromyour world so courageous?"

Edwards sat back in his chair and grinned. "To a nman."

"And your weapons speak with equal power...But it intrigues ne: how exactly did you come
by your Protoculture systens?”

"W took them away fromthe Zentraedi
wer e annoyi ng us."

The sinmul agent studied his four-fingered hands. "And you cane here in search of their
Mast er s?"

"We cane here to finish the job, if you want the truth. Wrd had it that they were going
to be showing up in our neighborhood, so we decided to take the fight to theminstead. Save our
pl anet the inconveni ence of a backyard war."

"Yes, but you seened to have mi ssed them"

"We' || catch up." Edwards shrugged. "First we've got a little business here to take care

Edwar ds said, leaning forward on the desk. "They

of . "

The Invid ignored the remark. "Just where is your 'neighborhood,' GCeneral ?"

Edwar ds touched his faceplate. "Along way from T Tirol . "

"Yes, but where?"

"West of the Mon, east of the Sun."

"You trifle with me," the XT said nmenacingly.

Edwards shot to his feet and put both hands flat on the desk. "And you waste ny tine! What
are you after?"

The Invid met his glare. "The return of the brain.”

"I n exchange for what?"

“Your lives," the Regent hissed.

Edwar ds | aughed and wal ked away fromthe desk, only to whirl around and say, "You needed
ny help to elimnate a single Karbarran ship. And | know that your fleet is spread so thin you can
hardly protect the worlds you' ve conquered. So what nakes you think you can intinidate me now?"

The Regent, too, was on his feet, filling one half of the room "I thought for a nmonment we
were on the sane side, General. But perhaps | was m staken."

"You' ve al ready been nore help to me than you know," Edwards told him "But the brain
stays until you've got sonething better to offer me than threats."

"Your egotismw |l be the death of you," the Regent said fromthe door

Edwards sniled as the door slid shut. Everything he said had been cal cul ated to draw out
the real Regent; talk was useless until then. But he had faith that his ganbit would pay off.
Eventual | y the Regent would show hinmsel f-in person or as before in the sphere-and when that day
cane, there would be much to discuss.
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Incredible as it seened, the arnored Al pha was actually being carried al oft by perhaps
three dozen orbs of m xed size, clustered |ike grapes beneath the mecha's swept-back w ngs and
Bet a- el ongat ed fusel age. Cheering seenmed a bit premature, but that didn't stop any of the still-
grounded Sentinels from sendi ng up excl amati ons of encouragenent.

The feat had required nore orbs than anyone woul d have guessed-over a quarter of the
nunber that remmined in the cave, at last count-but Veidt, as promi sed, had been able to herd them
under the hovering VT without nuch ado. Several of the creatures either didn't conprehend the
Haydonite's telepathic instructions or thought better of themat the I ast noment and opted for
solo flights into Praxis's cloudy and snoke-snudged skies. The others, however, rose quickly to
the task, less like lighter-than-air balloons than anti-Galilean cannonballs. Cabell cal cul ated
that if the present rate of lift renmmi ned unchanged, the nmecha would arrive at the Roche limt
with anple time to rendezvous with the drive nodule. At that point, Sarna, copiloting the Al pha
along with Jonathan Wl ff, would bid the orbs what ambunted to a "thanks and so long," and the VT
woul d utilize its onboard conputer and thrusters for guidance adjustments. Janice, Burak, and
Tesl a were squeezed together in the necha's Beta hindquarters.

Rick threw a coupl e of enthusiastic shouts to the Al pha before rushing off to join Vince
and sonme of the others, who were already in the GMWJ s comand center nonitoring the necha's
progress and supplying its telenmetry systens with updates gl eaned fromthe base's scanners and
data mai nfranes.

Wl ff was on the net when Rick entered the conmand center. "Everything checks out fine so
far,” he was telling Vince. "lIt's like an elevator ride to the stars.” The net was relatively
clear, except for occasional bursts of static.

"Ask himif Sarna anticipates any di sengagenent problens," Rick said to Vince.

"Uh, no problem" WIff reported a nonment |ater

Rick I eaned in to one of the consol e pickups. "And Jani ce?"

"Here, Rick. W're doing all right." Thunping noi ses could be heard in the background.
"It's just alittle close for confort."

Rick made a nental note to tell Janice just how much he admired her. "Sit tight, Janice.
You' re al nost there."

Wl ff and Jani ce acknow edged and signed off. Rick found hinmself crossing his fingers,
sonet hi ng he hadn't done in years. He |aughed in a self-nocking way, optinistic but oddly
di sturbed at the same tine.

Qut si de the base, nenbers of the Skull Squadron and the Wl ff Pack were beginning to
prepare a second necha for lift. This one was to include Lisa, Mriya, Cabell, Lron, and Crysta.
The air was filled with lightning flashes and all-but-constant peals of thunder. Praxis trenbled
underfoot |ike the SDF-3 during fold maneuvers. Even Cabell refused to speculate on how much tine
the planet had, but to a few of the Sentinels each minute felt |ike something to be thankful for.

Kanmi and Learna had yet to enmerge fromthe orb cavern deep inside the region' s now
floodlit central cave. The tenperature had dropped considerably over the past half hour, and the
air was breathable once nore. Bal dan and Teal had joined the Garudans to hel p keep count of the
orbs, and with the first Al pha on its way, Jack, Karen, Rem and Gnhea appeared on the scene.

Everyone wat ched as two golf ball-sized spheres wafted up out of the shaft to join their
brethren, who were grouped in various |ocations along the vaulted ceiling. A veritable parade of
overhead orbs stretched fromhere all the way to the nouth of the cave. Jack directed his Iight
down into the shaft and asked Karen and Gnea to do the same. He had di scerned sonme sort of
movenent perhaps eight feet down the well; one of the larger creatures was struggling to fit
through the constricted passageway. Each tine the thing would back off, two or three snaller orbs
woul d bubbl e up and out of the shaft. The Sentinels had di scussed various ways to enlarge the
opening, but Rick was |eery of enploying explosives or lasers for fear the orbs would
nmi sunderstand their intentions. Jack couldn't, however, see any harmin spel unking down for a
cl oser | ook.

Wi |l e Ghea and Rem went rushing back to the GW for cord and anything they could find in
the way of rigs and harnesses, Baldan and Teal were off in a corner of the cavern exploring a
different route down. It had occurred to the nmal e Spherisian-earlier, when he had mel ded his hand
with the cave wall-that there were peculiar forces at work in the depths of Praxis, and Teal, her
arnms buried to the elbowin rock, was affirm ng that now.

"The mineral content is nobst unusual," she reported analytically. "Nothing |like what we've
experienced el sewhere on Praxis. It seenms nore a part of the planet's past than its present."

"I sensed the sane thing," Baldan told her, gesturing to the cavern's outcroppings and
formati ons. "These deposits have been exhuned from sonewhere in the core, but in some unnatura
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fashi on. They're not so nmuch the result of the planet's vulcanismas they are the cause of it."
Once again, Baldan pushed his arns deep into the wall. "Perhaps | can travel the Crystal Hi ghways
here as we do on Spheris, and communi cate with the tortured substrata of this world."

"It's dangerous," Teal said, pulling one of Baldan's hands fromthe wall. "Praxis is
destabilized. You nmight not be able to re-form.."

Bal dan regi stered surprise at her concern for his well-being; it was unlike her. "Then
keep hold of ny hand," he said as he began to neld the rest of his crystalline being with the
glistening rock that formed the cave wall. Teal could see a portion of the wall assune Bal dan's
features in bas-relief; he seened to snile, then disappeared entirely.

"Good luck," she whispered, still grasping her friend s disenbodi ed hand.

El sewhere in the cavern, Rem Gnea, and Karen heard Jack say, "There are thousands of
gl obes down here! Enough to lift the whole damm base!" His voice rose fromthe shaft |ike that of
an oracle. "They're huge ones! W've gotta give thema way out! Tell Hunter-"

Just then a violent trenor hit the cave, erasing Jack's words and eliciting a shower of
rocks and dirt fromthe grotto's ceiling. The orbs began an excited dance when the trenor passed,
hastening toward the entrance in what seemed an inverted ball-bearing stanpede. Karen was | eaning
into the shaft yelling Jack's narne.

"I'"'mokay," he yelled back at last. "Just took a spill off the rope. I'mon a | edge or
sonmet hing. Seens to be sone kind of cavities down here...One of you better cone down-and bring
nmore |ight."

Teal had been knocked to her knees by the force of the quake, but she had managed to keep
hol d of Bal dan's hand and forearm She twisted around in tine to see Kam and Learna picking
t hensel ves up off the floor. Then she saw Bal dan's face nmanifest in the wall: he | ooked terrified

"What ? What is it, Bal dan?"

Hi s stone mouth forned the word Invid. "They've performed a horrible experinment here,
brought back creatures fromthe planet's past-like these gl obes, but terrible ones also. You nust
hurry and warn the others. These creatures-"

"But you can't expect me to | eave you here!" Teal was aghast.

"I"'mtrapped,” he told her. "It's no use."

Teal tugged on his arm "Don't-" Then she | ooked down and noticed a fissure in the wal
that hadn't been there before the trenor.

"Bal dan..."

"Hurry," he insisted.

Reluctantly, she let go of his arm And as she turned to | eave, she heard Karen scream
fromacross die grotto.

"I't's Jack and Rem " a wide-eyed Karen was sayi ng when Teal approached her. Kani, Learna,
and Gnea were trying to calmher. "Sonething's taken hold of them"

CHAPTER FOUR

[ The psychohistorian] Constance WIdman woul d have us believe that the Robotech Wars were not hing
nmore than a series of incestuous struggles and Freudian-inspired rivalries-the Masters and their
"children,"” the Zentraedi; the various intrigues that bl ossoned around "prinmal goddess” Lynn-

M nnei; the Flower as grail, nutrient nother's nmlk...And she adduces the Regis-Tesl a- Regent
triangle to strengthen her case; for where else "do we find a nore perfect archetypal
representation of the rebellious son who wishes to kill the father and possess the nother?" To
whi ch one might be tenpted to answer: in the relationship between Zor and Haydon

Footnote in Reedy Kahhn's Riders on the Storm The Regent's Invid

"And you actually threatened Edwards?" the Regent's voice screaned through the conmmuni cator. "You
fool! You were supposed to entice him not drive himfurther fromny grasp.”

In his quarters on the fleet flagship, the Invid simulagent gul ped and found his voice. "I
was only trying to get information out of himas you yourself requested. But he wouldn't revea

anyt hi ng about his honeworld. And worse still, he didn't seemto believe ne when | spoke of the
power of our enpire."
The Regent nade a sour expression. "Well, how could he, conming fromthe Iikes of you? Do

you know not hi ng of subtlety? Have you forgotten all that the brain taught you about intelligence
gathering? It's as though you've made up your nind to deal with the Humans in your own sl oppy
fashi on, when your mission was to be ny eyes and ears. Not my nouth!"”

The sinul agent winced, and turned to see if any of the soldiers were |aughing behind his

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2015%20-%20Death%20Dance.txt (15 of 70) [5/21/03 2:36:26 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2015%20-%20Death%20Dance.txt

back. How could he begin to explain what he was going through-how the feel of power had worked its
own nmagic on his mnd, a nmagic that outwei ghed any concerns for diplonmacy or "subtlety." But he
kept these things tucked away fromthe being he was born to answer to, and instead thought to
address the Regent as one m ght expect a servant to behave.

"l apol ogi ze, Your Highness. It's these Humans...they confuse ne."

"Yes," the Regent told him softening his tone sone, "I can understand that nuch. But |
begin to wonder about this Edwards. It strikes me that perhaps he has seen through nmy ruse-no
t hanks to you."

The sinul agent |owered his snout to the communicator renote. "Tell nme how | can neke
anends. | am but your hunble servant."

The Regent wagged a finger. "And it would profit you to keep that in nmind." He showed the
sphere the palns of his hands. "Wy does everyone feel they can think for thenselves? First ny
wi fe, nowyou...Only Tesla served ne well." He waved his hands in the air. "Arg, this whole affair
is my fault anyway, sending a servant to do a conqueror's work." The Regent adjusted his robes. "I
want you to return to Optera. There's nothing nore you can do on Tirol, and if | pernmt you to
stay any longer, it's likely you'll undo sonething."

"But, Your High-"

"Don't argue with ne! We can do without the captured brain a while longer, and there are
other ways to extract the informati on we want about the Masters, the Matrix, and the Hunmans
homewor| d. Better to let the situation on Tirol deteriorate of its own accord. Then Edwards and |
will talk." The Regent's eyes stared out fromthe sphere, gazing coldly at his sinulagent. "You
may have ny | ooks"-he sighed-"but you certainly lack my talents."

Ri ck sl anmed his hand down on the consol e-ni ke stud and shouted Wl ff's call sign into the
pi ckup. One minute Jonathan had been reporting that all signals were go for disengagenent, and the
next thing anyone knew he was sayi ng sonet hi ng about the Beta having separated fromthe VT. And
now t he GWJ seened to have lost contact with both conponents.

"Rising Star, conme in," R ck urged. "Wl ff! Respond. Wat's going on up there?" He swing
around to Jean and Vince, who were busy at adjacent consoles. "Anything?"

Jean swiveled to face him "Too nuch cloud cover for a visual on the Beta, but scanners
show it on an accelerated course for the drive nodule. The Al pha's way off the nark. W should
have sone data soon."

"Was it the gl obes?"

"Can't tell, Rick,"” Vince said without turning around.

Just then Wbl ff's voice crackled into life through the room s speakers. "-actly sure what
happened. Sarna was just passing along instructions to the orbs, then all of a sudden the Beta
broke away. W're way off course. Can you give as a new headi ng?"

"Coming up,"” Rick answered him "Do you have any traffic from Jani ce?"

"Negative, Rick. | can't even get a fix on the ship."

"She's closing on the nodul e, Jonathan," Vince said. "Any guesses?"

"Not right now "

Ri ck was about to add sonething when the hatch hi ssed open. "W've got troubles, sir,
Skul I pilot announced.

"We're aware of it," Rick said, nore harshly than was necessary.

The captain took a puzzled | ook around. "No, sir, in the caves. W' re under attack."

"Attack? From what?" Rick noticed for the first time that the woman was covered with dirt.
Her face was sneared with sone unidentifiable black fluid or grease.

"Uh," the pilot stammered, "you're going to have to decide for yourself, sir."

Rick and the pilot left the base at a run. Qutside, Rick saw scores of orbs streaming from
the mouth of the cave. Veidt and a handful of Praxians and necha pilots were doing their best to
calmthe creatures, but Max and Mriya, along with half the Wl ff Pack, were nowhere in sight.

"In here, sir!" the pilot was shouting, notioning to the cavernous entrance.

The floor of the cave was shaking, and Rick heard | ow runbling sounds he initially
attributed to tectonic trenors; then he realized that he was hearing expl osions. These grew nore
concussive as he neared the grotto.

The place was in a state of near pandenmoni um dozens of orbs bobbing al ong, underlit by
i ntense flashes of explosive light that was pouring out from holes and shafts in the floor
strident voices raised above the clatter of weapon fire; and something else-a kind of shrill,
clacking noise, as eerie as it was | oud.

Ri ck gl anced around, trying to nake sense of things. Karen Penn was off in a corner
terrified, although Kam and Learna were by her side. Teal stood sone distance fromthem alone

a
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near what | ooked to be a linb of rock. Gnea and Bela were carrying coiled | engths of cord toward a
shaft opening; close by were a couple of Perytonians and a few men fromWIff's team donning gas
masks and strappi ng on web-gear anmo packs.

W t hout warni ng soneone thrust a Wl verine into his hands.

"Max!" Rick said, whirling around. "Wat's-"

"Cover up," Max cut himoff. He tossed Rick a nask and trotted off toward the shaft,
cradling an Omens Mark | X nmob gun. "Jack and Rem are trapped down there," he called over his
shoul der. "We've killed a bunch of them already, but they just keep com ng!"

"Killed a bunch of what? Wo keeps com ng?"

At the opening, Max pulled down his respirator and hooked on to one of the cords that had
been | owered into the shaft. "Ready?" he shouted above the din from down bel ow. Breathless, Rick
followed his |lead, and the two of themtook to the rigs.

A morment |ater, on the floor of an enornous sublevel room Rick was certain they had
overshot their mark and I anded in hell. In the strobing light he could see they were standing on
the rimof a massive well that seened to drop straight down to the planet's nolten core. Here,
too, the ceiling was covered with orbs-nost of themof greater size than any he had seen on the
surface; but it was the creatures crawling up out of that well that had | eft himspeechless. They
m ght have been Hovertank-size spiders, except for their eyestal ks, double-tiered segnented
bodi es, and front-facing mouths. And if they weren't the devil's own creation, Rick decided, then
he didn't ever want to nmeet their maker. For no god coul d have | oved so hideous and evil-1oo0king a
beast .

It thrilled himto realize that the black stickiness coating the cavern's floor was bl ood
fromthese things, but even that was not enough to wash the fear out of him He renenbered reading
sonewhere that there was an actual endogenous terror hornmone certain creatures gave rise to in the
human body; and i ndeed he seened to renenber themin sonme primal corner of his mnd. But then he
suddenly recall ed where he had actually seen them they were the creatures an anci ent and unknown
Praxi an hand had depicted on the cave's wall s!

Tesl a was anmazed by the Human fenale's strength. He had finally succeeded in draggi ng her
backward into the Beta's cargo space and now had both of Janice's seemingly frail wists firmy
clasped in his own hands, but it had been a struggle all the way. Burak, neanwhile, had slid
forward into the cockpit seat to handle the controls. The drive nodule was looning into view
through the VT's canopy, right on schedule, and theirs for the taking.

"Wel cone to our crew," Tesla was saying to the still-untaned fenale. "G ad to have you
aboard." Jonathan Wl ff's urgent voice could be heard over the open net.

Jani ce tw sted around, alnmost breaking free of his hold, and glared at him "Is this any
way to treat a guest?"

"If I let you free, will you prom se to behave?”

Jani ce gave her head a defiant toss. "Try ne."

Tesl a eased his grip, and the android everyone thought a wonan |unged for Burak's neck.
Tesl a pi nioned her arnms and threw her roughly against the aft bul khead; he was pleased to see sone
of the fight go out of her.

"Burak," Janice said weakly, one hand to her head. "Wat's your part in this? | can't
believe you' d | eave your friends to die back there."

Burak showed her his profile, velvety horns and heavily boned brows accented anber in the
display lights. "It's the only way | can help free ny planet," he offered. "You can't understand-"

"Enough of this," Tesla interrupted, taking stock of the wounds Janice's fingernails had
opened on his arnms. "Pay attention to what you're doing. And shut down the comm" he added,
gesturing to the net swtch.

The crystalline-shaped Spherisian nmodule filled their view now, eclipsing the stars. Burak
mat ched the Beta's course to the nodule's seemngly slow notion end-over-end roll, and began to
maneuver the necha along the drive's scorched and nuch-abused hull. He utilized the onboard
conputer to comunicate with the nodule's own, and within mnutes the docking-bay hatch was
opened; the Beta was hone free.

When the bay had repressurized, the trio clinbed fromthe Beta cockpit and eventually
found their way to the bridge. Tesla carried Janice the entire way, bear-hugged to his huge chest
li ke sone sort of stuffed toy he couldn't live without. Burak lugged along the nutated fruits he
had snuggl ed aboard the VT before liftoff.

The Invid was feeling omipotent-not only because he had so easily outwitted the
Sentinel s, but because he would soon be on his way to Optera for the face-to-face encounter with
the Regent he had so often envisioned these past periods. The fruits from Karbarra and Praxi s had,
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so he believed, rendered himsuperior to the nonarch he had once served as sol di er and woul d- be
son. And now it was time for the Regent to step aside and grant himhis due position as |eader of
the Invid race. Tesla had cone to understand that it took nore than nere strength to lead; it took
i nsight and vision, and these gifts were his in abundance.

But as they arrived at the drive's control room sonme very real problens presented
t hensel ves, eroding Tesla's fantasies and sumoni ng an anger from his depths.

"But you told nme you could astrogate this ship!"

Wth a gesture of hel pl essness, Burak turned fromthe starmaps and spacefold charts he had
called up on the Spherisian guidance nonitors. "I thought | could, but now .."

Tesl a stormed over to himand began to scan the screens, puzzling over the datascrolls. He
pointed a thick finger at one of them "Here. Here is Optera."

Burak's eyes opened w de. "Optera! But, Tesla-Peryton, we're going to Peryton."

Tel sa pushed himaside. "In due tinme," he said absently. "First there is something | nust
attend to."

Burak steeled hinself. "Then attend to it without nmy help."

Tesla made a violent notion with his hands, but checked hinmsel f short of the Perytonian's
neck, taking himinstead by the shoulders, fraternally. "OF course, ny dear. To Peryton, then."
Tesl a's hands urged Burak down into one of the accel eration seats. "Now, why don't we try to
figure this out together, step by step. Let's just say for exanple's sake that we did want to fold
for Opteraspace...Now, how would we do that, ny friend...?"

Jani ce took in the exchange fromacross the room The two nutineers had all but forgotten
about her, so it was easy enough to jack into the drive's systens while their attention was
focused el sewhere. In a short tinme she had conpleted her bit of cybernetic nagic. No matter what
they fed into the ship's astrogational conputers now, the nodule was |ocked on course for the
Fant ona space system

Janice snmiled to herself, wondering how Tesla would take to surprises.

At first it was believed that Baker and Rem had been captured or eaten by the bristly
ei ght-1egged crawling nightrmares delivered up fromthe Praxian netherworld; but subsequently the
Sentinels found that their two teamates were sinply being detained-the word soneone fromthe
Wl ff Pack had used. Jack and Rem had been probed and manhandl ed, but apparently were safe. It
seened that the arachni ds-Ghea and Bela had a nane for them no one could pronounce-had no taste
for meat. Moreover, the creatures weren't on a feeding frenzy at all-nor, for that matter, were
they interested in counterattacki ng the beings who were busy |ancing themwith |asers and rockets.
Li ke the orbs, these living anachronisns-unseen on Praxis for nmillennia-were attenpting to flee
the storms that burned at the planet's transforned core.

Rick was long past his initial fright, but the sour taste of fear remained in his nouth.

It struck himas odd that while in his day he had fought fifty-foot giants and wal ki ng sl ugs,
ridden into battle al ongsi de humanoi d cl ones, ursine warriors, and amazons on Robot steeds, he
coul d experience such utter terror at the sight of giant spiders. Maybe, he had decided, it was
the very mindl essness of the creatures; after all, even the Invid weren't nonsters, were they? The
Praxi an wonmen had been equally frightened, and Rick tried to imagine what it might be like to go
up agai nst, say, dinosaurs.

But if the creatures hadn't actually added to the Sentinels' plight, they had done nothing
to improve things. Countless orbs had exited the cave, and now there was a nasty bit of nopping up
to do down bel ow while the rest of the orbs were nustered for further lift assists. To nmake
matters worse, there was still no word fromthe Beta, and one of the Spherisians had gone and
gotten hinmself stuck in a rock

Presently, Rick and sone of the others were grouped around Teal and the hand that had once
bel onged to her friend. Baldan was nerged with the wall-the way a Mesoaneri can bas-relief could be
said to be nerged to a stela. His profile was frozen but plainly visible, and there was a
crystalline mass protruding fromthe section of rock where his chest m ght have been. The crysta
grew before the astoni shed eyes of the assenbl ed group

"No, you can't, Bal dan-please stop this!" Teal was shouting to the wall. She swung around
to Rick. "He is attenpting to transfer his essence. But this has never been achieved on any world
but Spheris." She | ooked back at the engorged growth. "And | don't want to raise it!"

Again the crystal enlarged. Teal put her hands to her head in a pani cked gesture and
pl eaded with Baldan to stop. But ultimately her hands reached for the faceted thing and she began
to tug at it.

"It's no use, Baldan," she cried. "It will die!"

Ri ck noved in to give her a hand, and with sonme effort the two of them nanaged to pull the
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crystal | oose. The holl ow pop! sent a shudder up Rick's back. Baldan's profile receded into the
wal | and vani shed. Teal dropped the crystal fromher trenbling hands and regarded it.

"The child is lifeless...dead." She | ooked around at the others. "Baldan is lost to us."

Wi nperi ng sounds found their way out fromunder Kam and Learna's breathing tubes. Rick
took Teal by the shoul ders. "Wat did he tell you?"

She stared at himblankly for a monent, then said, "The Invid. They nust have been using
Praxis for experinents of some sort. It was the chanbers they holl owed out that gave birth to
those creatures. And these same chanbers have ushered in this world' s demi se.”

"But what kind of experinments?' Rick denanded. "What were they trying to create?"

Teal shook her head.

Tight-1ipped, Rick released her and notioned a radi onan over to him "Any word fromthe
Bet a?" he asked Vince when the GW |ink was established.

"They' ve reached the nodul e," Vince updated. "But we're not getting through to them"

Ri ck sumarized what had gone down in the caverns. "I want to speak with Tesla as soon as
they call in. He must know sonething about all this-these pits. Maybe there's a way to reverse
it?"

“Unlikely," Vince responded. "But |'msure Tesla will tell us what he knows. He's

practically one of us now"

Wth a little help fromthe GW s conputers, the Al pha was back on course. WIff and his
Haydonite copilot were | at a loss to explain the unexpected separation, but they assunmed Janice
had done so with sone good purpose in nind, and that her radio silence was nothing nore than a
glitch in the system It didn't occur to either of themthat there was conspiracy afoot.

Wl ff continued in this hopeful vein, even after he had | earned that the Beta had
apparently made a successful docking with the drive nodule. That singed piece of orbiting space
debris was above himnow, and he was getting all he could fromthe Al pha to make up for |ost tinme.
It was only when his radio requests for docking coordi nates were ignored that he began to suspect
foul play. The hunch becanme full-fl edged concern when he couldn't get the Al pha's onboard systens
to interface with the nodul e. Consequently, the docking-bay shields remained closed, and unl ess
sonet hing coul d be done to open them the Al pha was going to wind up dead in space.

Even if that neant goi ng extravehicul ar.

Sarna took over the controls while Wl ff suited up. Praxis turned below themlike a
cataracted eye. The telepath strapped in, bringing the A pha as close as she could to the nodule's
scarred hull; then Wl ff blew the canopy. He floated up and out of the VT on a tether line, took
hol d of the side of the pinwheeling ship, and tried to center his attention on the alien external
control panel. Sarna spoke to himthrough the helnmet relays, avoiding the net in favor of
frequencies of a cerebral sort. WIlff heard her thoughts as spoken words as he funbled with
Spheri an switches designed for hands nore sensitive than his own.

But a short while later the hatch was sliding open and pocketing itself in the crystalline
hul | . Sarna engaged the Alpha's attitude jets and began to maneuver the ship to safety.

The Beta was inside, enpty; and fortunately, Wl ff decided, there was no wel com ng party
there to greet them Down on the hold floor now he arned hinmself with a rifle and two handguns;
Sarna had perfect recall of the nodule's corridor and conpartment |ayout, so she led the way. They
were barely out of the docking area when the ship | urched.

"We're leaving orbit," Sarna told him

Wl ff felt the runble of the nodule's drives ladder its way up his | egs. Sarna hovered
along the corridor at an increased pace, then abruptly right-angled herself into a |arge
cabi nspace and told WIff strap hinself into one of the seats.

Wl ff regarded the accel eration couch and threw her a questioni ng | ook

"We're preparing to fold," she told him

"They' ve what!"

"They folded," Vince Grant repeated. "The nodul e' s gone."

Ri ck | eaned agai nst one of the GVJ command-center consoles to catch his breath. He had run
all the way fromthe cave only to hear the bad news as soon as he cane through the hatch

"But, but, did they-"

"Not one word," Jean cut in. "The |ast nessage we had was from Wl ff. He was sure
sonet hi ng had happened to Janice."

"Tesla," Rick said, biting out the nane.

Vi nce nodded. "That's ny guess."

"But where's the Al pha now?" Rick added, |ooking back and forth between the two of them
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Jean pushed hersel f back fromthe console, her hands on the arns of the chair. "That's the
weird part. The Al pha nade it aboard.”

Rick fell silent; it felt for a noment as though they were speaking to himin a foreign
tongue. He shook his head, hoping everything would settle into sone sort of order. "Maybe it
wasn't Tesla. Maybe Jani ce knows sonething we don't..."

"Ckay," Vince said.

"And maybe she nmanaged to get word to Wol ff, but he couldn't reach us..."

"Ckay, again."

"And nmaybe they had to fold because they realized there was no way to get everyone
of fworld using the VTs..."

"Uh huh." Vince folded his arns. "So they take off for Karbarra or Tirol, figuring we'll
be able to wait it out."

Rick left it unanswered. There was no need, anyway, now that the trenors had recomenced.
A steady, thunderous roar filtered into the room somewhere nearby, nountain ranges were begi nning
to crunble.

It was a short junp. Wl ff could feel hinmself comng out of the fold' s dizzying effects,
and was on his feet even before Sarna had furnished himw th an all-clear sign

VWhen the two of them burst onto the nodul e's bridge, they found Tesla and Burak seated at
the controls. Janice was off to one side, asleep, WIff thought.

Tesl a and Burak both swung around as they heard the hiss of the hatch. The Invid' s snout
dropped open when he saw Wl ff standing there armed to the teeth, and he inmmediately fell backward
agai nst his coconspirator, hoping WIff would read it as Burak attenpting a capture.

The two XTs rolled across one of the consol e benches and down onto the floor. Taken
completely off guard, Burak didn't know what had hit him But Tesla was forcing hinmself into a
subordi nate position now, and ordering Burak to grab himby the neck

"Fight, you idiot!" Tesla was whispering. "You' ve go to make them believe you had nothing
to do with this!"

Burak finally got the nessage and threw his hands around the Invid' s thick neck. The two
of them butted heads and snarled and cursed at each other. Burak was working his thunbs up Tesla's
snout by the tine Wl ff succeeded in pulling him away.

"Back of f!" WIff told him brandishing one of the handguns. "Tesla, on your feet!"

Sarna hovered over to the com

The Invid raised his hands, but remained on his knees, pleading with Wolff not to kil
him and confessing to his attenpt to seize the ship.

"And if it wasn't for this horned fiend I'd have-"

"Cut the crap," Wl ff said. He turned around to Burak, who was trying his best to | ook
i nnocent, even heroic. "You threwin with this slug."

"I didn't!" Burak argued. "He put a spell on us!"

"A spell?" Wl ff al nost | aughed. "You nean he nade you do it?"

Burak pointed to Janice. "Ask her if you don't believe ne."

Jani ce had reactivated herself. She | ooked at Wl ff and said, "They were in it together-"

“"Liar!" Burak yell ed.

"-but they couldn't seemto agree on a destination. So | nade the decision for them"

Tesla and Burak traded | ooks.

"Where are we?" Wl ff said, as confused as anyone el se.

"Fantoma, " Jani ce said, and Tesla fainted.

CHAPTER FI VE

Betray (I looked it up): to deliver to an enemy by treachery or disloyalty; to be unfaithful in;
to seduce and desert...ls this what I'mguilty of? Have | seduced and deserted hin? Am I
delivering Jonathan over to an eneny? Have | been unfaithful? As | repeat the word over and over
to nyself, it begins to lose all neaning; it becones a neaningl ess sound, a bit of Tiresian or
Praxi an babble. But then | begin to think of it as a kind of war cry, a sound that echoes back and
forth across the terrain of ny life and these twenty years of bloodshed. If | ama betrayer, | am
al so the betrayed. | amthe SDFs-1, 2, and 3; | amall the councils and all the generals. | amthe
dead, the War itself.

An excerpt fromthe journal of Lynn-M nnei

Wth Rick and Lisa and all the other men and wonen who had joined the Sentinels' cause mssing and
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presuned dead, there were precious few people Dr. Lang could trust, |let alone seek out for conpany
or ol d-fashi oned good counsel. Things had not been the sane between Lang and Harry Penn since
Karen | eft, and of the Plenipotentiary nmenbers, only Justine Huxley and Niles Cbstat were stil
receptive. Edwards had influenced the rest to one degree or another, except of course for Exedore,
who had becone Lang's unofficial ally and close friend. Even Lynn-M nnmei had been turned-by what,
Lang woul dn't even try to inmagi ne. Lang, however, was well accustoned to isolation; so even when
it wasn't self-inposed he could get by. He had been nanaging to hold his own with the council, in
spite of Edwards, and at the sane time was overseeing both the nmining operations on Fantona and
the repairs to the SDF-3. But the Regent's visit had introduced sonething new and threatening to
the horizon: the possibility of a partnership between Edwards and the Invid. Lang had seen

Prot ocul ture shape stranger events these past twenty years, but none so potentially dangerous-to
the Expeditionary mission, to Tirol, to the Earth itself.

Sonething within himrefused to accept Hunter's death; he knew he wasn't standing al one
here, but he had neverthel ess been powerless thus far in persuading the council to |l aunch a rescue
shi p-even now when there were several available with the capability for the required spacefold,
sonme runni ng on Sekiton, some on the recently mned nonopole fuels. But it was the Regent's
behavior at the introductory summt sessions that finally convinced himto take matters into his
own hands. And it was that decision that brought himto Fantona. He had all owed his godson and
apprentice, Scott Bernard, to acconpany him but |eft Exedore behind on the fortress to safeguard
their nutual interests while the Regent's fleet renai ned anchored i n Fant omaspace. The crew of the
newl y christened prototype dreadnought he had commuandeer ed-the unnamed SDF-7-was one that had been
handpi cked for the journey after a bit of chicanery by hinself and General Reinhardt; they were a
capabl e and | oyal |[ot, commanded by Maj or John Carpenter, who was being considered as a candi date
to head up the first return mission to Earth.

Lang's reasons for choosing Fantona coul d be sunmed up in one word: Breetai. He was aware
of the hostilities that had cropped up between Breetai and Edwards over the issue of the Regent's
arrival, and he knew precisely where the Zentraedi's loyalties |lay. And where Breetai went, so
foll owed his hundred-strong cadre of sixty-foot biogenetically-engineered warriors-a force to be
reckoned with no matter what the council's ultinmate decisions mght be.

No sooner did Lang step fromthe shuttle that had ferried his party to the surface of the
ringed giant than Breetai insisted on escorting himthrough a tour of the mining complex. It, was
obvi ous that the Zentraedi was taking sone pride in his acconplishments, so Lang didn't offer any
resi stance. But the opportunity to discuss the pressing issues that had brought himhere didn't
present itself until much later on, and by then Lang was nearly feverish. Breetai had led themto
a massi ve Quonset-style structure that served as the colony's comand and control center-the only
such building in New Zarkopolis designed to accombdate both giants and Humans in relative
confort. There, Lang reviewed what had been said during the so-called truce tal ks, and what
reported statements had been exchanged between Edwards and the Regent during the subsequent one-on-
one sessions. Breetai said little, preferring instead to listen or grunt an occasi onal exclamation
of anger or surprise. But when Lang finished-with an audi ble sigh-the Zentraedi coll apsed his
steepled fingers and | eaned forward in his chair, gazing intently into the Humans' bal cony area.

"One part of ne wants to blanme Admiral Hunter for allowing things to cone to this," he

told Lang. "But if anyone can appreciate the unpredictable nature of these things, | can." Lang
didn't have to be rem nded of the bizarre reversals the Zentraedi conmander had witnessed and
suffered through; and in this the scientist and warrior were brothers of a sort. "l suggest we

take steps to secure our position agai nst Edwards."

"Yes, but how?" Lang asked.

"Just as you have begun," Breetai said, notioning to where Carpenter and his exec were
seated. "And you nmust arrange for additional necha to be sent here..."

"Di sgui sed as mining devices perhaps.”

"Exactly. We have our own ship, our own necha, but we nust have our own weapons. New
Zarkopolis could becone our base of operation. And of course we possess sonething even nore
i mportant than firepower..."

"The ore," Lang conpl et ed.

Breetai nodded. He had his nouth opened to say sonething nore when a Human at the comm
console interrupted him "Report fromthe fortress," the tech announced, straining to hear the
communi qué. "A ship has entered the system Colonel WIff and sone of the Sentinels are said to be
aboard. "

"Thank God," Lang said, throwi ng his head back

Breetai wore an enigmatic | ook. He touched his faceplate in an absent nmanner and rose from
the chair to tower over the "M cronian" bal cony.
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"The Protoculture is at work again. We call out and it answers."
"Yes," Lang directed up to him "And would that we could always predict its response.”

Word of the drive nodul e's approach spread to all stations and was relayed down to Tirol's
surface. In her canteen in Tiresia, Mnmei swooned upon receiving the news. She had returned to
the surface only hours before, and now she tried to collect her thoughts before hastening back to
the city's shuttle staging area.

At the sane tine in his quarters aboard the SDF-3, T. R Edwards was in the mdst of a
session with the fal se Regent.

"It seens you were a bit premature in reporting the destruction of the Farrago" he said
with a mal eovent grin. Even the Invid' s black, unreadable eyes failed to conceal a sense of shock
but the sinulagent quickly rallied.

"And perhaps the data you supplied was in error,” he countered angrily.

The Invid inposter had taken it upon hinself to have one nore go at w nning Edwards over,
despite the Regent's orders to the contrary. He had given careful thought to the Regent's harsh
criticisnms and was convinced that a follow up discussion was in order. He now thought he had a
cl ear understandi ng of the concept of sublety; but |ike Tesla he was not big on surprises, and the
sudden appearance of the Spherisian nodul e had conpl etely underm ned his efforts.

Edwards was waving a forefinger at him "There, there, Your Hi ghness, no call for insults,
is there? Just when we were getting along so fanously." Then Edwards's face grew serious, his one
eye cold. "Besides, it's just a couple of our people and one of yours. There were bound to be
survivors."

"One of mne?" the sinulagent asked, al arned.

"Tesla-isn't that his nane? O didn't you know he was aboard?"

The Invid curled one his sensors. "You failed to nmention that."

Edwar ds shrugged. "What's the difference? He's alive.” And so is Wl ff, Edwards thought.
He gl anced across the desk at the Invid, beginning to tire of the game. Wuld this Tesla be able
to confirmhis suspicions? he wondered, making a note to have the returnees nonitored at al
tinmes. "Now, what was it you were saying before?"

The sinul agent tore hinself from concerns about the possible consequences of encountering
Tesla. "I-1 was about to nmake you an offer, | think."

Edwards waited for himto continue, then |aughed. "Wll, go ahead-let's lay our cards on
the table."

The sinulagent held up a hand. "Three planets-yours for the choosing. Free access to al
the other worlds |I control-a linted partnership-and last, nmy help in realizing your, dreans,
shal | we say."

Edwards felt his jaw. "In exchange for the brain..."

"And Tesla..."

"And Tesla."

"“And one thing nore."

Edwar ds' s brow went up.

"I want M nnei."

Wl ff and conpany stepped out of the nodule and onto the deck of the SDF-3 docking bay to
t he sound of cheers-a few, at any rate, froma section |led on by Eni| Lang, Lord Exedore, and
several staff officers. And it was Lang who cl asped Wil ff's hand and wist, as if he had never
been so happy to see sonmeone. Behind him Janice was getting the sanme treatnment; Sarna, Burak, and
Tesla were all but ignored.

"What the hell's going on?" WIff asked the scientist straightaway. "You' ve got half the
Invid fleet out there!"

"There's much to discuss," Lang shouted as press and officers jostled one another to get
close. "But tell me-the others-Ri ck and Lisa-"

"They're alive," WIff returned, buffeted about by the crowd. "But they won't be much
longer if we don't get a rescue ship to Praxis."

Lang frowned. "Well, we have to see about that.”

"What do you nean, 'see about that'?" Wl ff gestured back to the nodule. "W didn't have
enough fuel to junp back, but Praxis-"

"Thi ngs have changed," Lang told him just |oud enough to be heard. "W have to talk."

Wl ff felt something acidic wash through him Al the while he had been answering Lang's
questions, his eyes had been darting around the hold, searching for sone sign of Mnnei. Now,
after seeing a hundred Invid ships anchored in Fantomaspace, and with Lang' s portentous
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whi sperings in his ear, he found her, and the sight only served to double his dread. She was
standi ng al ongsi de Edwards, anong that unresponsive group, offering hima weak and pathetic snile.
"Cone, Colonel,"” Lang was saying, one hand at Wl ff's el bow, "we nust hurry."
Wol ff pulled away and craned his neck to catch another sight of Mnnei; but Edwards's
contingent was already |eaving the bay, and she was | ost in the crowd.

"Listen, Lang, | need a mnute," WIff said, up on his toes now.

Lang turned around to track Wl ff's gaze, then he took hold of himnore firmy, nore
urgently. "The council is ready to hear you. Everything hinges on this."

"Look, | just wanted to-"

"I know. | understand,"” Lang added after a nonent. "But things have changed, nman. Aren't

you listening to ne? Think about your friends."
Wl ff started to say sonething rash, but checked hinself, slicking back his hair in a

gesture of exhaustion. "lI'msorry, Lang." He turned and notioned Janice and Sarna forward, then
pointed to Burak and Tesla. "I want these two placed in |ockup." Peripherally, Wlff caught Lang's
look. "I'"lIl explain,” he told him

As everyone began to nove off, Lang nentioned that the Regent had cone to Tirol of his own
volition; that he was in fact on the fortress at that very nonent.

Wl ff made a surprised sound-but not half the one Tesla uttered at overhearing the
statement. Wl ff was too wapped up in Lang's subsequent remarks to hear it, however; but had he
turned, he would have seen the | ook of near rapture on the Invid s suffused face.

The Pl eni potentiary Council convened in extraordinary session to listen to Colonel WIff's
report and hear out his requests. Because both Janice and Sarna were "civilians" according to the
council's guidelines, WIff had to face the twelve alone. The session was held in the council's
private chanbers aboard the fortress, with the usual secretaries and officials in attendance.
Representing the RDF were General s Reinhardt and Edwards. Wbl ff had yet to | earn about Edwards's
relationship with Mnnei, but he | oathed the man nonethel ess. Lang had instructed Wl ff before the
session convened to neet with himafterward in the scientist's quarters. "No matter what the
out conme, " Lang had said. And those words were repeating thensel ves now as Wl ff stood before the
council recapping the events of the past four nonths.

"...But it appears that the Praxi ans abandoned their world for good reason,” Wl ff was
concluding a short tinme later. "Praxis is unstable. Admral Hunter-"

"I would caution M. WIff fromusing any honorifics," one of the council nenbers said.
"The council no | onger recognizes you as nenbers of the Robotech Defense Force."

"Sone of the council," Niles Cbstat objected.

"Most of us."

Wl ff scowl ed at the woman. "Then why aren't Janice and Sarna here, if we're all
civilians?"

"M. Wl ff," Senator Longchanps cut in, "we are just trying to set things straight for the
record. You and the Hunters, Sterlings, and Gants are understood to be a part of the
Expeditionary mission. The extraterrestrial Sentinels are another matter. And as for Ms. Em she
has never been affiliated with the RDF-or the mission, for that matter, if |I'mnot putting too
fine a point onit."

Wl ff fought down an explosive urge to tear the nan's throat out. "l apologize to the
council if I may seeminpatient,” he continued nore calmy, "but the fact is that our friends are
out there, marooned on a planet that for all |I knowis just a nenory by now Al |'m asking you

for is one ship with a skeleton crew. "
"To do what, M. WIff?" Thurgood Stinson asked. "To rescue your friends, to be sure. But
what then-continue on your campaign, or return to Tirol?"

Wl ff tightened his lips. "I don't think I'"mqualified to answer that, Senator."

"And we're not certain we can spare a ship just now, M. WIff."

Justine Huxl ey broke the unconfortable silence. "I think we're nmissing the point here."
She notioned to WIff. "Friends, is the termthe colonel used. | ask you all to disregard for a

nmoment the events of the past four nmonths, and recall our first neeting with the Sentinels,
especially the pl edges that were exchanged then."

As the council menbers grunbl ed agreenment in their individual fashions, Wl ff caught
Exedore and Lang sendi ng hopeful looks in his direction.

Then Edwards got to his feet to address the twelve.

“I"'d be the first to admit that the Sentinels are both our friends and allies," he began
"but there's an inmportant issue here that's being neglected-the Invid. The Regent's position is
very clear: any assistance we render will be considered a further act of war. And he makes no
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di stinction between Humans and XTs in this natter."
Wl ff's heart sank

Edwards waited for the roomto quiet. "I don't think it's necessary for ne to rem nd the
council of the presence of the Invid fleet. I'"'mnot saying that if it canme right dow to mxing it
up with themwe couldn't cone out on top, but the results of an engagenent in any case woul d have
di sastrous effects on our |ong-range goal-to repair our ship and return to Earth. |I'm sure CGenera

Rei nhardt and Admiral Forsythe concur in this matter."
Rel uctantly, Reinhardt inclined his head, averting WIlff's gaze. Edwards, however, was
regardi ng Wl ff.

"The timng couldn't be worse, Wolff. I"msorry. Perhaps if we wait until the truce is
si gned- say, six nmonths or so-"

"They don't have six nonths!" Wl ff shouted. He | ooked to the council. "One ship! One
goddammed- "

"The council will take these things into consideration and render its judgnment in a few
days, M. WIff," the senator bit out, his face flushed.

"But - "

"I'n a few days, Wl ff."
The senator's gavel went down.

"It is fate at work!" Tesla roared jubilantly. "Do you see, Burak-does it escape you how
we cane to be here, how we were neant to be here?"

Burak screwed up his devil's face and gestured to their surroundi ngs. "Here? Meant to be
her e?"

Tesla made a dismissive motion. "In this ship at this particular tine," he enphasized.
"Wth the Regent close enough to touch.” Hs hands fl exed around an invisible throat.

The two conspirators were sequestered in the fortress's confinenent area, opposite one
another in separate |aser-barred cells. Burak was sullen-faced, perched on the edge of an alum num
framed bunk studying his hands, while across the corridor Tesla paced back and forth.

"We nmust find a way out of here," the Invid said, conming to a halt. "I nust...talk to him
convince him" He whirled to face Burak. "You don't think they would keep ny presence fromhima
secret, do you?"

Bur ak shrugged.

"I cannot take the chance," he nuttered, back in notion once nore. "Burak, do you stil
wi sh to see your planet freed fromits curse?"

"You know | do, Tesla. But how can | help you now? They've even taken your fruits from ny

care."
"Never mind the fruits." Tesla cautiously pushed his hand into the lasers' field, and
wi nced at the resultant burn. "Just do as | ask when the nmonent arrives. W have not cone this far

to be cheated out of our victory."

Betrayal of a different sort had Mnnei in tears in Edwards's quarters. The general was
lying on the bed, his back agai nst the headboard, hands cl asped behind his head. M nnei was wel |
within reach in a chair by the bed, but otherw se renpte. He had found her waiting for himupon
his return fromthe council chanbers, still ruffled fromher inpulsive flight to the fortress, her
eyes red-rimed and swollen. He didn't need to ask; so instead, he had fixed hinself a drink
ki cked of f his boots, and settled hinmself on the bed while she cried.

"He's alive," Edwards said now, reaching for the drink. "lIsn't that what counts?"

She lifted her face fromher hands to stare at him "That's the problem"”

"Ch, you wish he was dead."”

M nnmei sobbed and shook her head. "You bastard," she told him

Edwar ds | aughed derisively and took a long pull fromthe glass, deternined not to give in
to her. "What do you want fromne, M nnei?"

She wi ped her eyes and glared at him "lIs it too nuch to expect sone support?"

"You don't need ny support. You're feeling guilty because WIff was stupid enough to think
you'd just sit around and pine for him And |I suppose | don't count anynmore-|I was just a shoul der
to cry on."

"Stop it, T.R -please.” Mnnei kneeled by the bed, resting her cheek on his thigh. "Wat
am| going to say to hinP"

Edwar ds nade a harsh sound and pulled hinself away from her sharply. He got up off the
opposite side of the bed and wal ked to the center of the room turning on her. "I don't have tine
for this kind of nonsense. Tell himwhatever you want. Just quit whining about it."
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He kept his back to her while he freshened his drink; but he could hear her slipping into
her shoes and noving toward the door. "And tell himl said '"H,'" he managed before the door
cl osed.

H s hand was shaki ng as he downed the second drink; he was about to head for the shower
when his comtone sounded. It was Mjor Benson

"Some interesting conversation down in confinenent," Edwards's adjutant reported. "Seemns
there's no love | ost between Tesla and the Regent. He's pretty anxious to talk to his conmander in
chief, but it sounds to nme like he's got murder on his mnd."

Edwar ds' s head went back in surprise. "An unexpected devel opnent."

"He's got sone kind of deal going with that other alien. Can't nmake too nmuch sense of it.
Sone payback after Tesla sets hinself up as nunber one."

Whi | e Benson continued to fill in the scant details, Edwards concluded that an
assassi nation might prove an advantageous event. He didn't believe the Invid fleet would go to
guns over the death of an inposter-there was sinply too nuch at stake-and by all owi ng the nurder,
Edwar ds woul d be sending a clear nmessage to the real Regent. Mre than that, Edwards could lay the
bl anme for a conplete diplomatic breakdown on Wl ff, and by extension, the rest of the Sentinels.

"Anything el se fromother quarters?" He heard Benson |augh shortly.

"You'll love this. | think Lang is going to offer WIff the SDF-7. O course WIff would
have to nake it look |ike he pirated the thing..."

Edwards nulled it over. A nurder, the theft of a ship, an escape...and the council's okay
to hunt the assassins down-a chance to finish the job the Invid had begun

Edwards smiled down on the intercom "I'Il get back to you,” he told Benson

CHAPTER SI X

Sonewhere along the line, everyone seened to | ose sight of the fact that |ove had won the First
Robotech War. Now it was down to ships and body counts; it was no longer a fight for survival but
a war for suprenmcy, a savage gane.

Selig Kahler, The Tirolian Canpaign

Love is a battlefield.
Late twentieth-century song lyric

"I't's bad news, Colonel," Dr. Lang told WIff two hours after the council had adj ourned.

They were in Lang's quarters now, along with Exedore, Janice, and the XT, Sarna. Wl ff had
spent the intervening time pacing the fortress's corridors |ike an expectant father. He had tried
to locate Mnnei, but no one seemed to know where she had di sappeared to after |eaving the docking
bay with Edwards and his staff.

"The council is going to rule against you," Lang continued, passing drinks to everyone but
Sarna. "Huxl ey and Cbstat are on our side, possibly Stinson, and Reinhardt's vote counts for
sonet hi ng, but we don't have enough to sway the rest."

Wl ff scowl ed and sipped fromhis glass. "You know what's funny? In a crazy way | can see
their point. You help us, and so-long any hopes of a truce."

"You're correct, Colonel," Exedore affirned. "The Sentinels were neant to be our ally, but
i nstead they've beconme our liability. And as you yourself understand, Earth's safety renains the
council's primary concern. A protracted war with the Invid will only dimnish our chances of
intercepting the Robotech Masters."

Wl ff exchanged | ooks with Sarna and Jani ce; both women seemed curiously detached fromthe
scene, alnost as if they served some unknown, greater cause. "Look," he said, putting his drink
down in a gesture of finality, "now that we all understand the diplomatic angles of this thing,
how in the hell are we going to help then?" He shot to his feet. "You think I can just sit around
here, know ng what they're going through? They're stranded out there."

"Perhaps there is a way," Lang said after a brief silence. He shook his head back and
forth. "It could have disastrous consequences, Colonel, disastrous. And you'd have to prepare
your sel ves for hardships of an entirely new order..."

Prison, Wl ff thought. As an appeasenent to the Regent after the rescue. Wuld Rick accept
it, he wondered, or would they choose to die on Praxis-outcasts? "A ship,"” Lang was sayi ng when
Wl ff | ooked up-a ship! He tried to follow the doctor's nervous novenents as he went on to
expl ai n.

"I't's one of our prototypes-not |arge, and not especially well-arned. But it's capabl e of
| ocal fold operations, WIff, and there's a skeleton crew standi ng by-vol unteers, each one of them
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loyal to the admirals."

Wl ff's mouth dropped open; even Janice and Sarna were stunned by the doctor's revel ation
"But when could we get it?" he asked.

Exedore turned to him "First, Colonel, you'll be required to steal it."

Just then the door tone to Lang's quarters sounded. Lang | ooked around anxiously, then got
up to answer it. A nonent later, he was showi ng Lynn-M nnei into everyone's midst.

"Janice," M nmei said, approaching her forner partner.

Jani ce evaded M nnei's enbrace, and nodded coolly.

"Lynn."

The singer began to | ook around the room Lang cleared his throat neaningfully. "I think

we shoul d give Mnnei and the col onel some privacy,
and Sarna fromthe room

When the door slid shut a nmonent later, it was M nnei who eased out of Jonathan's enbrace
"Lynn, what's wong?" he said, standing there with his arns open

She funbled with the hem of her jacket and forced a snile. "Colonel, |I can't tell you how

he said, already ushering Exedore, Janice,

hap-

"' Colonel'? Lynn, tell me what's going on. | saw you with General Edwards this norning and
now you're calling ne colonel after | haven't seen you in six nonths..." He tried to hug her once
nmore, but she deftly took his hand between hers and noti oned himto the couch

"Jonat han," she began hesitantly, "I know you're expecting us to take up where we |eft
of f, but things have changed."

"So | keep hearing.”

Wl ff was suddenly defensive, and she picked up on his tone. "You have to renenber, we
only had a few days together. And until yesterday | thought..."

“You t hought | was dead."

M nnmei nodded. "I didn't know what to do. | was practically crazy with grief and anger."
She met his gaze and held it. "I hated you, Jonathan-hated you for |eaving nme, hated you for...so
many things."

Wl ff considered her words, then smled in sudden realization. "And you found soneone to
fill in all those lonely hours."

M nnei's eyes flashed. "Wiy didn't you tell ne you were married?"

Wl ff tried to keep his face fromregistering surprise. "W're separated,"” he said.
"Besides, it never cane up. | was going to tell you. It's just that everything got fouled up."

"*Blane it on the Invid,""™ Mnnei said, alnost cracking a snile. The phrase had becone
sonmet hing of a catch-all excuse in Tiresia. Wl ff was blushing. "Listen," she told him "I'm not
angry anynore. |'mjust...happy that all of you are alive. How are Rick and Lisa? And Max-"

"So when did you start seeing Edwards?"

M nmei stood up and stepped away from the couch, winging her hands. "I told you: you
weren't there for me, Jonathan. | needed someone to turn to."

"And you picked Edwards!"” Wl ff shook his head in anazenent. "Don't you realize he's
agai nst everything we stand for? He's nothing but a self-serving, egotistical nmaniac."

"I won't have you tal king about himlike that!" Mnnei said angrily. "He treated ne with
ki ndness and respect, and what's nore, he's the only one interested in naking peace with the Invid
and putting a stop to all this madness. Not like you and the rest of those...Sentinels, tearing
around space stirring things up, not giving a damm what goes on back here!"

Wl ff was too nunb to respond. Edwards, he thought, was |ike sonme kind of toxic spill
pol luting everything he touched. M nnei had her arns fol ded across her chest, as though she were
trying to hold herself together; her foot was tapping the floor. Wl ff reached for his drink and
drai ned the gl ass.

"Well, | guess there's nothing nore to say, is there?"
Her lips were a thin line, trenbling; then all at once she seenmed to relax. "I want us to
be friends, Jonathan. |'ve opened a kind of canteen in Tiresia, and I'd love you to see it. WII

you promi se to stop by?"
He regarded her as one would a nmenory, mulling over her performance, the scene the two of

them had just played out. "Sure," he told her absently, "I'Il stop by."
"There's a lot you'll be able to do here-all sorts of things. You'll see.” Mnnei seened
excited, like she had won a court case or sonmething. She smiled at himfromthe doorway. "See you

soon, okay?"
Wl ff forced a smile and raised his enpty glass to her. "To friendship,
She threw hima w nk and stepped out.
Appl ause, Wl ff said to hinself.

he of fered.
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VWiile WIff and M nnei were having their heart-to-heart and Exedore and Sarna were off
somewher e di scussi ng Haydon |V's curious history, Lang took his Al creation to his office and
dunped Janice's nmenory into one of the |lab's databanks. He scanned the android's recordings,
briefly reviewing the events of the Karbarran and Praxi an canpai gns, but focusing in on Janice's
nmoni tori ngs and eval uations of the Sentinels' personnel. There was data about Veidt and Sarna, the
bei ngs from Haydon IV, that justified further analysis, and sonme anomalies concerning the Tiresian
Rem but for the nonent Lang's main concerns were Burak and Tesla. He had found the Invid' s bio-
readi ngs baffling, nuch different fromthose of the so-called scientists, and superior in sone
respects to the Regent hinself! Mreover, the data provided suggested that Tesla was after nothing
| ess than the Regent's throne. And apparently the Perytonian, Burak, had been assisting himin
sonme unspecified way. Lang rem nded hinmself to alert WIff to these matters.

M nmei was gone by the tine Lang and the others returned to the scientist's quarters, and
Wl ff seened sullen, just as Lang had anticipated. There was a nearly enpty brandy bottle on the
low table in front of the couch

"I want to tal k about that ship, Lang,
have it?-steal it, | nean.”

"The sooner the better."

Wl ff narrowed his eyes. "What's it going to nean to the summt?"

Lang let out his breath and traded | ooks with Exedore. If WIff didn't want to nention
Mnnei, it was fine with him

"We' ve al ready discussed possible scenarios with Reinhardt and Forsythe. It could set
thi ngs back sone, of course, but as long as we can neke the Regent believe that you acted on your
own, | don't think we'll be jeopardizing the truce."

Exedore concurred. "Furthernore, we think it best if you take Janice, Sarna, and Burak
with you. There's no telling what the Regent night expect in the way of reprisals for
our...carel essness.”

"W woul dn't have it any other way,'
her recent past.

"What about Tesl a?" Sarna thought to ask.

Lang stroked his chin. "W've been wondering about that. He could represent a wel cone chip
at our bargaining table. But as | understand it, that's been his primary function all along."

Wl ff snorted. "lI'mnot saying we couldn't get along without him but he has been usefu
to us."

"Not if the Regent begins to | ook upon himas a traitor," Exedore saw fit to point out.

Lang thought about the data he had screened, and Tesla's anbitions. "Take him" he deci ded
at last. "I think he'll continue to serve you. In fact, fromwhat Janice told me of the nutiny,
our Tesla seens to have his sights set on | eadership of the Invid. You might be able to encourage
that some, WOl ff."

Wl ff slapped his hands on his thighs and stood up. "Wat are we waiting for? \Wat about
weapons and a shuttlecraft to reach the ship?"

"That's all been arranged," Exedore told him

"What if Edwards decides to pursue us?"

the colonel said without preanble. "Wen can we

Jani ce chimed in, seem ngly unaware of the gaps in

"Sonmehow | don't think he will," Lang speculated. "But you will be hunted. You'll have to
| eave Praxis and remain i ncomuni cado for a tinme."
Suddenly Wl ff began to feel the imensity of it all. "Can you get Burak and Tesla out of

| ockup wit hout arousing suspicion?"

"I think so," Lang answered himfromthe com

Wl ff heard himtell the guards in the confinenent area to have the two XTs brought to the
| aboratory for testing. Then he saw Lang's face pale.

"What is it?"

"They' ve al ready been released,” Lang said. "On Colonel WIff's request."”

El sewhere in the fortress, Burak and Tesla were noving cautiously along an enpty corridor
space, closing on an area that had been designated for the Regent and his retinue. Only ninutes
before, they had overpowered their armed escorts; it had proved as sinple a matter as it had been
to inveigle informati on concerning the |ocation of the Regent's guest quarters. Tesla was
whi spering self-congratul atory praises to hinself now, while Burak remained in the |l arger being's
shadow, fearful of discovery by Human personnel

"What are you shivering about?" Tesla said, com ng around, bold and aggravated. He
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notioned broadly to the corridor. "Fate has cleared a path for us."

Burak had to adnit that that seemed to be the case. They had seen no one since |eaving
confinenent; in fact, it was alnost as if someone were running al ong ahead of them sweeping the
pl ace clean. But what Tesla didn't realize was that Burak was as frightened of fate as he was
anything else. It was fate that kept his planet |ocked in the recurring past; fate that had gotten
himinto this nmess to begin with...

"I can feel his presence," Tesla announced, stopping short. Burak bunped into himand
backed up a step. Tesla appeared to be growing | arger as he approached his quarry. "Soon, ny
friend, soon."”

It dawned on Burak that the Invid had nore on his mnd than talk, and he wanted no part of
murder. He said as nuch to Tesla as they approached an intersection mdway along the corridor. "I-
I"lI'l wait for you here-you know, s-stand guard."

Tesl a | ooked down at him "Fine. You do that," he sneered, and noved off into the
per pendi cul ar corridor.

A short distance fromthe intersection Tesla came upon the first line of Invid sentries.
Recogni zing the Regent's chief scientist, they i mediately genuflected and offered their salute.
Then four of the Regent's elite soldiers came forward to escort Tesla into the Regent's private
chanber s.

"Tesla!" the sinmul agent gasped, spilling a lapful of fruits to the floor as he stood up
"They' ve rel eased you?" His snout went up in an approximation of a laugh. "I knew | could do it!"

Tesl a regarded the gesture with indifference, too caught up in the noment to realize just
who and what he was dealing wth.

"I have things to discuss with you, sire," he said, taking a nenacing step forward.

"Yes, |'msure you do! Tesla, |I'mdelighted to see you."

"W'll see," Tesla told him "But perhaps you should reserve judgnent until you've heard
me out."

The sinul agent's el ongated brow wrinkl ed. There was sonething in Tesla's tone...H s black
eyes began to dart around the room The guards, he renenbered, and nade a nove toward the door

"Don't even think of it," Tesla said, stepping into his path. He thrust a powerful finger
into the simulagent's chest and held his other hand up for inspection. "Five fingers, Regent.
Five! There was a tinme when your wife alone had five fingers. Doesn't that tell you sonething
about me?"

At Tesla's shove, the fal se Regent fell backward onto a table that sonehow nanaged to
support his bulk. "Tesla, you' re nad! What are you trying to do?"

"Mad? Anyt hing but nmad, Your Hi ghness! | have been ingesting the fruits of other worlds,
whi |l e you' ve been playing silly war ganes with these Humans. And as a result |'ve had ny inner eye
opened to transcendent realities, while you' ve set your gaze on neani ngl ess conquests. | have been
evol ving, while you have sunk to your neck back into the slime that gave us birth. The fruits were
meant for you, but it is Tesla who has reaped their subtle benefits. You used to ridicule ny
delvings into such things, but regard ne now. | live, Regent," Tesla intoned, raising his arns
above his head, "and you will die unless you abdicate to ne!"

The sinul agent opened his nouth to cry for help, but nothing energed.

"Kneel before ne!" Tesla denanded, gesturing to the floor

Paral yzed with fear, the sinulagent gul ped and found his voice. "Tesla, listen to ne: you
don't understand. I-"

"Kneel before ne!”

Tesl a grabbed the fal se Regent by the cowl and dragged himto his knees. "I will rule in
your place. | will lead our race fromthis nonent on. Do you agree to it?"

"Tesla," the sinulagent pleaded. "I can't agree-"

"Fool! Whuld you force me to kill you!" H s hands were clasped around the sinmulagent's

thi ck neck now.

" Abdi cate!"

"Surrender to ne!"

The sinmulagent's four-fingered hands tore desperately at Tesla's own, but coul d not
counter the strength nadness had lent them Tesla's powerful thunbs found soft and vul nerable
pl aces as he continued to squeeze the life fromhis woul d-be foe. Black eyes bulged and a horrible
death rattle began to energe fromthe sinulagent's ruptured throat. Then it was over.
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He withdrew his hands and stepped back, as if waking from sone sommanbulistic experience
The Regent's body was sprawl ed on the floor below him already drained of life's vernal colors.
Thi s being, who had been like a father to him..And suddenly Tesla knew a gut-w enching fear-a
fear intense enough to engulf all the anger and hatred and mani acal urges he had given vent to
only a nonent before. He turned to the door, down in a fugitive's stoop, fluids running wld
within him He had been nisgui ded! He could not take the Regent's place! The Regis woul d nurder
himfor his betrayal. He would be devolved to the lowiest life-form a mere troglodyte, exiled
fromhis own kind. And what was he to do now?...

He renenbered the Sentinels. Surely Wl ff would be returning to Praxis, he thought. He
woul d persuade Wl ff and the others to take himalong, remain with themuntil all this blew over.
The Regis might rule for a time, but sooner or later he would assunme his rightful place and rule
by her side-the Sentinels would encourage himto do so!

Tesla gave a final |ook at the body. He began conposing hinself for the guards, then
realized that no such charade was necessary. Wth the Regent dead, they were little nore than
m ndl ess devices; it was possible they wouldn't even renenber Tesla's visit.

Wth these things in mnd, he opened the door

Lang, Wl ff, and the others had split up to search the fortress for Burak and Tesla, after
agreeing on a time to rendezvous in the shuttle |aunch bay. Wth an all-Human crew aboard-save the
Regent and his retinue-there wasn't nuch chance of the XTs escapi ng detection; but one never knew
what to expect from Tesla. There was no tine to investigate the rel ease order that had freed them
either, but Lang promised to look into the natter later on

It was Exedore who discovered Burak lurking in one of the corridors near the ship's
designated Invid sector. It occurred to himthat the fortress seened unusual |y deserted, but he
barely gave it a second thought. He was expl aining the need for urgency to the Perytonian when

Tesl a showed up all in a rush, looking |like he had just seen the face of the Creator.
"Where have you been?" Exedore said, toe-to-toe with the towering Invid.
Tesl a began to stutter a response, then renenbered hinself and said, "I don't have to

answer to sonme Zentraedi clone."

Exedore bristled at the comment, but deci ded agai nst engaging in what would be a usel ess
argunent. Instead, he drew a handgun, inforned the two of Wil ff's departure plans, and hurried
themalong to the hold. WIff, Janice, and Sarna were already there, anxious to get under way. The
guards-sone of whomwere part of the plan-had already been dispatched, so it was safe for the
monent for both Lang and Exedore to be on the scene.

"l guess this is good-bye for a while," WIff was saying while Sarna and an arned Janice
escorted Burak and Tesla aboard. "I don't know what to say, Lang."

"Just pray we're not too late," Lang said soberly. He offered WIff his hand. "Godspeed,
Col onel . ™

Wl ff stepped back and sal uted Lang and Exedore, gave one |ast | ook around the bay, and
hast ened up the ranmp.

Lang said, "Have we done the right thing, Exedore?"

"We do what we can," the Zentraedi told him

They didn't wait around to watch the | aunch

"They're on their way, CGeneral," Col onel Adans reported to Edwards a short tine |ater
"Your orders?"

"Your nmen are to give pursuit, but tell themto keep their enthusiasmin check. Just be
sure it | ooks good, and make certain that the ship is allowed to fold. | don't want any sli pups
now. "

"Roger, sir," Adans said, and signed off.

Edwar ds col | apsed onto his bed, weary fromthe choreographing the plan had entail ed.
Freeing the aliens, supplying themw th what they needed to know, keeping the corridors clear
instructing the guards in confinenment and in the shuttle bay how to behave...It was nore than nost
men coul d have handl ed. But then agai n, Edwards remni nded hinself, he was not nobst nen

And so far things had gone off without a winkle; the Invid inposter was surely dead, and
Wl ff was a crimnal. The council could not help but see things his way fromnow on, and the
threat of a stepped-up war with the Invid would result in the construction of the fleet he needed
to carry out his nore inportant plan: the eventual conquest of Earth.

CHAPTER SEVEN
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Mriya Parino Sterling' s rescue of the Spherisian crystallite [sic] was an act of derring-do
worthy to stand beside the infanbus "costune change" that had earned her husband such plaudits
during the early stages of the First Robotech War

LeRoy La Paz, The Sentinels

"I want soneone to sweep the caves," Rick said into his helnet pickup. "Then we're out of here!"

Bel a vol unteered. Rick | ooked around and spi ed her down bel ow, waving to himfromthe area
the GWJ had occupi ed before Cabell's desperate plan had been set in notion. R ck chinned the
hel met stud again and told Bela to nake it quick. He saw her, Kani, and Learna scurry off toward
the mouth of the cave and di sappear inside. Rick called up a display on the helnet's faceshield,;
then, satisfied that he had sufficient oxygen renmaining, he scranbled up the steep slope toward
the rel ocated vehicle.

Praxi s's atnosphere had grown superheated and unbreat habl e, forcing everyone but Veidt and
Teal into helnmets and environment suits. Fromthe high ground above the caverns, where the GWJ was
mai ntaining its precariously angled position, Rick glanced back at the winkled terrain. Eruptions
of volcanic |light could be seen through the dense shroud that stretched fromthe hills all the way
to the base of a distant escarpnent. And out of this stormcane two |lone Veritechs, returned from
a final reconnaissance flight. Rick tuned into the command freak, only to have his worst fears
confirmed: there wasn't a safe region to be found anywhere on the pl anet.

The Al phas whooshed in overhead, reconfigured, and naneuvered into the open maw of the
GW s ordnance bay. The Hovertanks and the Skull's VTs were already aboard; only tw necha
remai ned outside-the VIs Rick and Max would pilot up once Vince G ant gave the go signal

Ri ck dug his toes into the ground and conpleted the clinb, out of breath when he reached
the rimof the chute the Sentinels had bl own open in the roof of the cave. The front end of the
GW overhung the rim elevated now by the hundreds of orbs that had streaned fromthe cave after
the chute had been opened. It was Cabell's idea, and Veidt's peculiar talents, that nade the pl an
wor kabl e.

As a last resort the Sentinels had decided to enlarge the dianeter of the cave's internal
passageways to acconmodate the huge creatures stuck for want of an egress suited to their size.
That way, Cabell reasoned, they could at l[east raise a few nore Al phas before the planet blew
itself to smthereens-providing of course that the orbs could be made to understand that the
Sentinels weren't trying to destroy them as they had those spiderlike nonstrosities. And assum ng
for the tinme being that Wol ff and Jani ce, or soneone, would be conming to their rescue.

Rick couldn't recall just who had pointed out that some of the |arger orbs were stil
going to face difficulties reaching the entrance; but it was Veidt who proposed boring an
artificial chimey through the roof of the cave. Additionally, the Haydonite nmaintained, the
Sentinels were wasting their time airlifting individual mecha, when the increased supply of gl obe-
beings would allow themto raise the entire GMJif the nobile base could be positioned in such a
way that the orbs could get underneath. (Even with its one-hundred-foot tires, the thing was stil
too low to accommpdate the largest of the orbs.) Vince, Rick, Lisa, and sone of the others had
determi ned that the GWJ could sustain itself in orbit for alimted time, thanks to the
nmodi fications the | andcraw er had undergone during its stint with the Farrago. It would nean a
danger ously unconfortabl e exi stence for as long as Praxis held together; but even weightl essness
and privation were preferable to the death they were bound to suffer on the surface.

So after Veidt had relayed the details of the schene to the orbs (who were in his words
"thankful" and nore than willing to reciprocate), and firepower had opened the chute, the GW was
repositioned at the rimof the opening to catch the creatures as they levitated fromthe cave.

As Rick regarded the all-but-floating vehicle now, he decided it was the nobst bizarre
si ght he had ever seen: the GWJ | ooked as though it were sitting atop a nountain of unburstable
bubbl es. Vei dt was hovering nearby directing the flow. And in spite of the scale and the
incredi ble size of sone of the orbs, the end result of the Sentinels' partnership with the
creatures had rendered the GWUJ al nost toy-like in appearance.

Ri ck continued to watch in amazenment as nore and nore orbs attached themselves to the
cluster. The GW s nmassive wheels were fully off the ground now, and Rick was anticipating Vince
G ant's words even before they issued through the hel met speakers.

"The ride's starting, Rick. You better get the Al phas up." Gant's tone was one of excited
di sbel i ef.

Rick turned in time to see Veidt give hima knowi ng nod, signaling that he had "heard"
Grant's nessage. Wen the Haydonite began to nove off in the direction of Max's Al pha, elevating
sone as he hovered along the rimof the chute, Rick chinned Bela's frequency.

"A nmonent nore,"” the Praxian told him "Teal is with us."
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"What's she doi ng down there?" Rick asked, surprised. "Everyone was supposed to be aboard
by now. "

"You will hear it fromher own nouth,” Bela told himshortly.

Ri ck understood that it had sonething to do with Bal dan's death, and thought better than
to press for details. "All right," he said. "Tell Kanmi and Learna they'll be riding with Max and
Veidt. You and Teal will go up with ne."

Bel a acknow edged, and Rick hurried off to the Cuardian-node Al pha, which was sitting at
the edge of the GWJ s bubble mountain |ike sone dimnutive bird-of-prey. He threw hinself up into
the cockpit and brought the necha's engines to life. Beside himthe nountain was lifting off,
while Praxis continued to runble its oninous farewells.

I n Fant omaspace, neanwhile, the pirated shuttle carrying Wl ff and conpany fromthe SDF-3
was cl osing fast on the anchored dreadnought Lang had been instrumental in procuring.

"They're warning us to cone about and return to the fortress,” Janice told WIff fromthe
command seat. "Scanners show two gunships on our tail."

Wl ff | eaned forward to study a nonitor, straining against the chair's harness. El sewhere
in the small comand cabin, Sarna and Burak were simlarly strapped in. Too |large for any two of
the shuttle's accel eration couches, Tesla was in the cargo hold, shackled but free-floating.

"Any word fromthe cruiser?" WIlff asked in a determ ned voice.

"Negative. They' re not even responding to the SDF3 bridge."

"Good. Now if we can just get there in tine..."

A bl aring sound began to wail fromthe control station's external speakers, and Janice
swung to an adj acent console. "W're being targeted."”

“Ignore it," Wl ff snapped. "The first one will be a warning shot. Wth a little |uck
we'll be too close to the cruiser for themto risk a second.”
"Steady..." Janice cautioned, and a split second later a bolt of angry light strobed into

t he cabi nspace through the forward viewports. A second burst followed, singeing the shuttle's
radonme. Displays and nonitors w nked out, then revived.

Wl ff showed the others a roguish grin. "Now we couldn't answer themif we wanted to."

"Crui ser's docking bay is opening. The bridge is patching into our gui dance system The
SDF-3 thinks they're assisting in our capture.”

"Let themtake us in," WIff ordered. He turned his head to take a final |ook at the SDF-
3, suppressing a wish to see the fortress holed and derelict.

Jani ce straightened in her chair to obstruct his view. "The fortress is repeating the
war ni ng. Adniral Forsythe-"

"To hell with them" Wbl ff barked.

Four crewrenbers were on hand to neet the shuttle in the docking bay. "W were attached to
Maj or Carpenter's conmmand,” one of the young officers explained as WI ff stepped out. "Wl cone
aboard, sir."

Sarna hovered al ongside Wl ff; Janice was |ast out, keeping a watchful eye on Burak and
Tesl a.

Wl ff accepted the proffered hands. "Carpenter, huh? Good man. Sorry he can't be with us."

"Dr. Lang has other plans for him sir," an ensign supplied

"So | understand,” Wl ff said. Then, as if renenbering: "Listen, we've got to do sonething
about those gun-"

"Al'l taken care of, sir. We put a few shots across their bow and they showed their
bellies."

Wl ff returned a weak smile. "You know what that neans, Captain-you're conmitted."

"W were all along. Now we can act on it."

"All right,"” Wl ff said, nodding, his snile broadening. "Let's get under way."

As they left the bay, the ensign added, "Course is set for Praxis."

"What's our ETA?" Janice wanted to know.

"Two days relative." The captain saw their surprise. "W've nade sone i nprovenents since
you left."

"l guess you have," Wl ff enthused. And he began to think about those inprovenents as the
captain hurried himto the bridge. Carpenter was one |ucky soul, getting a shot at returning to
Earth. Wl ff never would have believed he could be envious of such an opportunity, but the events
of the past thirty-six hours had punched a ot of holes in his forner thinking. Things have
changed, he seened to hear both Lang and M nnei say; and indeed they had. He would be the next to
return Earthside, he decided. One way or another. And for the first time in a year he thought
about the famly he had | eft behind, and the |love he would try to reawaken.
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The orbs had lifted the GW to an altitude of alnbst twenty mles by the tine R ck and Max
brought their Al phas aboard. Bel ow, hidden beneath a swirling, agitated pall of cloud cover,
Praxis was fractured beyond recognition, the molten stuff of its core geysering to the surface and
boiling away the planet's oceans and fragile atnosphere. Mcroclimtes and cyclonic storns added
to the fury, unleashing blinding bolts of Iightning and torrents of black rain, while vol canoes
answered the skies with thunderous volleys of their own making. Praxis bellowed and roared Iike
sone tortured animal, rattling the GMJU with its clanorous cries.

In the base's pressurized ordnance bay, Rick and the others began to wonder whether they
would nake it after all. Veidt had told themthat the orbs could only remain clustered for a short
time once they reached the outer edge of the planet's envelope; but with Praxis seem ngly entering
its final phase, the base would need to be hundreds of thousands of mles out-at |east as far as
the planet's primary satellite. The way Cabell saw it, the Sentinels had one recourse: to use the
nmost fully fueled VIs and Logans | to reach the far side of the noon. A prelinminary count of the
avai | abl e mecha, however, had already pointed up the cruel truth half the Sentinels would have to
face; and even so, what would the rest have acconplished outside of prolonging the inevitable?
Were they to throw together a bivouac on the noon's frozen surface, or sinply wander the wastes
i ke some m sguided flock until the mechas' power and |ife-support systens fail ed?

In anot her part of the bay, Ghea and Bel a were asking Teal why she had gone back to the
cave. Neither of the Praxians knew nuch about Spheris or the ways of its crystalline |ife-forns,
but the wonen guessed that Teal would have been just as happy to have renmi ned on Praxis with her
dead conrade

"But we've all endured | osses and hardships," Bela was telling her, trying to be hel pful
"Recall how Lron and Crysta suffered when the Farrago net its end, and how Gnhea and | grieved for
our Sisterhood. Now our very world..."

Lron, who was standing within earshot, made a kind of nmournful growl. "Death is the way of
the world," he nuttered in the usual Karbarran fashion. "W do not nourn the |oss of our friends;
we are resigned to such things."

“I'"'mnot mourning for Baldan," Teal said, |ooking up at himand Crysta. "I'm upset about
the child."

"The dead child," Ghea started to say.

"It's not dead,"” Teal said harshly, standing up and wal king away from them

"It lives?" Bela said, catching up and spinning her around by the arm "And you woul d
knowi ngly abandon it?"

"Let her be, Bela," Lron cut in. "You know nothing of their ways."

"l know what it neans to |eave a being to die," she answered him "Wy, Teal ?" she asked.

The Spherisian gazed at her coldly. "Because | will have to care for the infant. That is
our way."

Teal snatched her arm away and Bel a threw back her broad shoulders. "I will return for the
child. I will raiseit, if you won't."

Teal whirled on her, pointing a hand accusingly. "Wat do Praxi ans know of nother hood?
forbid you!"

Even Gnhea had nisgivings about the idea, and risked a step into Bela's path. "Think tw ce,
Sister. Besides, it is too late-Halidarre rests and our Praxis is out of reach.”

"Il take you," a fenale voice rose up fromthe group of necha pilots that had gathered
round. Mriya Sterling eased her way her way through the group, until she was toe-to-toe with the
amazon. "I'll take you," she repeated.

"A Praxian and a Zentraedi sharing the same small space?" Gnea scoffed. "Even such a
m ssion of mercy-"

"No matter what you may think of ne," the forner Quadrono ace responded, "I know as much
about the sanctity of life as any of you do. Gve it atry, Bela-for the infant's sake." She
thrust a helnmet into Bela's hands.

Bela held on to the thing for a nonent, then donned it, and raced with Mriya for one of
the Skull's red VTs.

Rick didn't even consider trying to stop themnot that Bela or Mriya would have |istened
to himin any case. He had noticed a kind of |atent xenophobia surfacing anong the Sentinel s-
sonet hing stress had brought out-and reasoned that a rescue m ssion could provide just the
ral |l yi ng point everyone needed.

Bela and Mriya were suited up by the tine Rick came over to wish them!luck; and minutes
| ater the bay had been cleared for the VI's launch. Mriya entered course headi ngs as the necha
dropped down along the GMJ s substantially reduced orb cluster and into the dark night of the

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2015%20-%20Death%20Dance.txt (32 of 70) [5/21/03 2:36:26 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2015%20-%20Death%20Dance.txt

pl anet's soul.

Once through the shroud, the two wonen wi tnessed for thenselves the final, tormented
monents of Praxis's tectonic death. Geat, furious rivers of molten stuff coursed across the
pl anet's surface now, burying forests and villages in liquid fire. Here and there, where the
rivers were abruptly damed by ground swells, were crater-sized |akes of lava, flailing white-hot
tendrils into an equally hellish sky. Praxis seemed to be expandi ng while they watched, bursting
its geol ogi cal seans.

M racul ously, the region around the caves was practically unchanged, except for an
expanding flow of lava that had sealed the entrance to the central cavern. The artificial chute,
however, remained open and accessi bl e.

"W'll have to go in through the top," Mriya shouted, struggling to keep the VT
stabilized in the face of intense updrafts fromthe liquified valley floor

Mriya inmaged the VT over to Cuardi an node and dropped the mecha into a controlled fal
through the wi de chimmey the Sentinels had bl asted through fifty feet of porous rock. Wth
external tenperatures registering in the red, there was no | eaving the Veritech for a persona
rescue; but years of experience in handling the nmecha allowed Mriya to acconplish sonething even
nore extraordinary: foot thrusters holding the mecha notionless only inches above a pool of |ava
that had seeped in through the nouth of the cave, she utilized the radone to rake the throbbing
crystal away fromthe wall where Teal had dropped it. Then, when the Spherisian infant was within
reach, she took it gingerly into the VI's netal -shod hand, brought up the thrusters, and took the
Quardian up the chimey, in a kind of stork reversal

All the while, Bela was offering words of encouragenent, and free of the chute now, she
reached forward to give Mriya an affecti onate squeeze on the shoul der

Praxis did all it could to ground the tiny craft, hurling plunes of fire at its tail and
chasing it to the edge of space with savage stabs of |ightning; but there was no stopping Mriya,
no way she would permnmit the planet to reclaimthe child they had rescued fromits unharnessed
evi l

Once nore through the pall, the VT reached the deceptive safety of the planet's
strat osphere. Locked on to the GWJ s frequency now, Mriya and Bela began to rel ax sone; but as
t hey approached the ten-wheel ed battl ewagon and its support cluster, they saw sonething that
delivered themto the edge of panic: both the vehicle's |launch doors were w de open, and |oca
space was littered with VIs and Logans, even hal f-a-dozen reconfigured Hovertanks. Mriya and Bel a
t hought for a noment that things had reached the hopel ess | evel, and sonmeone had given the abandon-
ship order, a reckless |ast gasp for the noon...

Then they spotted the dreadnought, Wbl ff's bright spot in the gal axy-the SDF-7 rescue
vessel .

One day Rick and Lisa would conpare the rescue of the Sentinels to the SDF-1's rescue of
Macross fromthe Solar System's outer circle of frozen hell; there was the sane sense of urgency,
the sane | ogistical problens and sacrifices-and chief among these would be the GV itself. Wth
the orbs beating a fast path for the safety of interstellar space, the Sentinels had no way to
maneuver the base aboard, and there was no docking bay in the SDF-7 | arge enough to contain it
even if they could. But just now, to everyone but Vince Gant, the GVWJ was of secondary concern.

Di stance was the crucial matter at hand- how nmuch coul d be put between the cruiser and Praxis, and
just how qui ckly.

They were close to a mllion niles out when the planet came apart, when enough force to
obliterate the noon-the place Rick had recently seen as their possible salvation. Bela and Ghea
were on the bridge to witness the brief fireball that flared where a world had once turned.

"W are honel ess,"” Bela cried.

But fromwhat Rick and the others were beginning to understand, the Praxians weren't the
only ones. Again a conparison with the SDF-1 would present itself, the menory of a council's edict
that forbade the fortress to renmain the Earthspace, an edict that effectively betrayed the
Robot ech Def ense Force. And such betrayals, Rick reninded hinmself, had a cruel way of bal ancing
out...

Superl um nal Reflex drives kept the fortress well ahead of Praxian debris, and during that
brief run to the outer limts of the planetary system Wl ff related to his dazed conrades the
sobering tale of his short stay aboard the SDF-3. Wl ff knew nothing of the sinmulagent's
assassi nation, and Tesla certainly wasn't talking; but even w thout that subplot, there was nore
t han enough to | eave the Hunmans dunbf ounded.

As they continued to rehash the details, a curious understanding of the council's decision
began to undernmine their initial outrage. But that Wl ff should have to steal a ship, and that the
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Sentinels would as a consequence be viewed as outlaws...these things were not so easily enbraced.
For the XT Sentinels, the revelations only meant that they had gained a second eneny instead of a
much- needed ally. Anbng the group, however, there was the beginning of a renewed cohesiveness.

Ri ck thought he detected sonething unsettling in WIff, but he disnissed it, speculating
that he woul d probably have returned in even worse shape.

"Do we return to Tirol, or continue on as planned?" Rick asked everyone. "If we opt for
goi ng back, it could nean prison for nost of us, death for sone," he added, glancing over at
Wl ff. "On the other hand, it mght give us a chance to explain ourselves to the council and keep
Edwards from gai ning any further influence."

"What do we care about your General Edwards?" Lron shouted, |ooking for support fromthe
other XTs. "The Invid are our eneny. And if your forces decide to side with them against us, so be
it."

Kam , Learna, Crysta, Bela, and Gnea voiced their support for Lron's position. Cabell
Rem Janice, Sarna, and Veidt were curiously quiet.

Ri ck silenced themand directed the question to the RDF contingent. Lisa stood up to
answer him

"I understand the need for countering Edwards's influence," she said in a way that was

ainmed at Rick, "but we have to consider the broader picture. Qur return could place the council in
an awkward position with regard to further negotiations."
"We'| | accomplish the sane thing with continued acts of aggression directed agai nst Invid-

hel d pl anets," someone fromthe Wl ff Pack pointed out. "Wat happens when Edwards cones gunning
for us-do we fight our own forces?”

Vince Grant shot to his feet and turned on the pilot, even as Jean was trying to calmhim
down. "The council would never bow to the Regent's demands that we be hunted down! They'd break
the truce before they'd do that-"

"Not if Edwards is running the council!"

"Waste 'em " said a Skull pilot. "They were ready to let us die on Praxis! | say we're
free agents!”

XTs and Humans cheered. Rick found hinself thinking about pirates, and happened to notice
Jack Baker slapping Lron on the back, while Karen raised her eyes in an inploring gesture.

"Put it to a vote," Max suggested

Ri ck scanned the crowd and received nods of agreenent fromLisa, WIff, Mriya, Vince, and
Cabell. "WIIl it be Garuda, then, or back to Tirol?" he asked | oud enough to be heard above the
tunul t.

"Garuda! " cane the overwhel m ng response.

"Then it's settled," he said, aware once nore of how he had taken charge without being
asked. And from across the room Lisa' s eyes burned into his own.

CHAPTER El GHT

I"mlooking forward to Garuda in a way that has nothing to do with what | felt toward either
Karbarra or Praxis. Al things point to the possibility of our being able to regroup and
restrengt hen ourselves there, even if we will have to suit up for the visit. God knows Lisa and |
need sone uninterrupted tinme together. W spoke of dreans tonight, and nade |ove |ike we haven't
in far too long. It comes down to dreans in the end-holding fast to themno nmatter what else is
thrown in your path. | want to get back to that place in ny life, and Garuda sounds like it was
made to order.

Fromthe collected journals of Admral Rick Hunter

Once again the Expeditionary Mssion's Plenipotentiary Council found itself in extraordinary
session, the third tinme in as many days. Ex-col onel Jonathan Wl ff and his small band of rebels
had stolen a prototype warship and folded fromthe Valivarre system after assassinating the Invid
Regent. The ruler's body had been taken back to the fleet flagship by his retinue of scientists
and sol diers, who were promsing a swift and violent response to the Hunmans' treachery. Ships
under CGeneral Edwards's conmand had chased the pirated cruiser, but stopped short of following it
into hyperspace. It was believed, although hardly certain at this point, that Wl ff was returning
to Praxis; but the Sentinels' next destination was anyone's guess. And if their novenents were
open to question, their nmotives were positively baffling. Edwards was arguing this very point in
the council chanbers now, noving through the roomlike a trial |awer, his speech angry and
i mpassi oned, his reasoning all but unassail able.

"Furthernore," he said, a forefinger raised, "it's ny belief that Wl ff's story was a
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ruse. The Sentinels sent WIff here to kill the Regent. Al his talk about the destruction of the
Farrago and the rescue mission to Praxis was engi neered as a diversion."

"That's arrant nonsense,"” Lang objected, getting to his feet and turning to face the rest
of his group. "It was the Regent who first inforned us of the destruction of the ship-"

"They all owed his troops to destroy the ship," Edwards cut in, but Thurgood Stinson
qui ckly waved him silent.

"What's nore," Lang said after settling his gaze on Edwards, "the Sentinels had no way of
knowi ng the Regent's fleet was here."

Edwar ds | aughed. "Need | point out that they could have been nonitoring our transm ssions,
even whil e remaining i nconmuni cado?"

"But to what end, General ?" Lang asked. "Wy woul d they knowi ngly sabotage the
negoti ations? Really, this makes no sense whatsoever, and | would caution the council to
understand that General Edwards is offering us nothing nore than an interpretation of the facts."

"The facts, Doctor, are that the Regent is dead and one of our ships has been stol en. What
nore do you require?"

Tight-1ipped, Lang took his seat. Senator Longchanps cleared his throat nmeaningfully. "The
council appreciates Dr. Lang's remnder, but | for one would like to hear the general's assessnent
of the Sentinels' notives."

Edwards sat in silence for a noment, then stood up and said, "They've becone a private
armmy. They've liberated Karbarra-Praxis, for all we knowand their plan is to continue in this
vein until the entire local group is theirs to command. In the neantime, our efforts here will
have been neatly undermned. The Invid will return in force and in the end it will be the
Sentinels who will rescue us."

"This is too nuch," Justine Huxley interjected. "Adm ral Hunter woul d never stoop to such
nmeasures. "

"Then why did he resign his command?" Edwards threw back at her. "And why is it that the
whol e RDF apparat decided to follow his | ead." Edwards enunerated on his fingers: "The Skull, the
Wl ff Pack, Vince and Jean Grant, even the Tiresian, Cabell. Hunter didn't |like the idea of
answering to the council's denands, and now he's out for hinself."

Edwards returned to his chair, |eaving the council nenbers to argue anong thenselves. In
the seat adjacent, General Reinhardt wore a | ook of conplete disgust.

After a few m nutes of deliberation, Longchanps announced, "The council is not yet fully
convi nced of the scenario you detail, General Edwards, nor of your interpretations of the
Sentinels' 'master plan,’ if you will."

Edwards scowl ed, waiting for the senator to continue.

"However, the fact renains that the actions of ex-Col onel WIff, whatever their
nmotivation, have placed us in a serious predicanment. The council wi shes to know if the Invid
commanders have indicated to you any steps that can be taken to offset this injustice."

Edwar ds stood up, suppressing a self-satisfied grin. "Right now they seemwlling to
accept the facts just as we've presented them WIff acted on his own. But | must include this
caveat: these are relatively | ow echelon personnel we're dealing with, and |'mcertain that once

the Regis hears of this, we'll see renewed fighting-perhaps on a scale nore reniniscent of the
Robot ech War than anything we've experienced here."
He waited for this to sink in before continuing. "As for what we can do, | would suggest

that short of a preenptive strike against their forces right now, or the capture of the Sentinels,
we devote all our efforts to the construction of a fleet of ships to rival their own."
Again, there were argunents and objections fromvarious council nenbers, but Longchanps

silenced these with his gavel. "Wuld you be willing to oversee this project, Ceneral, if the
council so votes?"
Edwards inclined his head slightly. "I would be honored, Senator. O course, | would

require the full cooperation of Dr. Lang's Robotech teans and control of the mining operations on
Fant oma. "

"Naturally," Longchanps said. "W will adjourn to consider our decision."

Edwards grinned in spite of hinself. He shifted his gaze slightly to show Lang the cold
hostility in his eye. Lang tried to return it, but could not.

The round had gone to Edwards.

In his hive conplex on Optera, the Invid Regent sat alone with his two pet Hellcats, too
stunned by the reports of his sinulagent's nurder to speak. He held his snaillike head in his
hands, sunk deep into a sense of despair that was entirely newto him Once before he had
experi enced such tornment: when his wife had confessed to himher [ove for Zor. Betrayal, he
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t hought, in the soft glow of the roonmis commp sphere.

"Your Highness, shall | give the order to attack?" a lieutenant repeated cautiously.
The Regent regarded the soldier's inmage in the sphere and sighed heavily. "No," he
answered quietly. "Return the fleet to Optera, and tell no one that | live. It nay benefit ne to

remai n hidden for a while |onger."

"But, Your Hi ghness, are the Humans to go unpuni shed? And what of Tesl a?"

The Regent could feel the lieutenant's anger, and it was enough to refresh him
monentarily. He had not been conpl etely abandoned, then; loyalty still Iived.

"For the nonent do nothing nore than | et our intentions be known. Informthe Human hi gh
command that we hold themresponsible for the...Regent's death, and that terns for a cease-fire
will not be discussed until the Sentinels have been brought to justice."

"My liege," the lieutenant returned with a note of reluctance. He offered sal ute and shut
down the link.

The Regent placed a hand on the honed shoul der of one of the Inorganics, on its haunches
beside his chair. "My pet,"” he said aloud, "will you, too, betray nme soneday?"

Tesl a had nurder ed.

He found it al nost inconceivable. Had the Sentinels put himup to it sonehow, or, worse
still, the Regis? They were known to have seen one another on Praxis...Had she prom sed him
sonet hing then, her favorite son? Certainly Tesla had undergone sone sort of change, if he was to
bel i eve the words of the sinulagent's guards. Perhaps he and the Regis had nmade a pact to rule in
his place, and as a sign of good faith she had evol ved himsonme. On Praxis? he wondered. Had she
gone there to carry on with her dangerous Cenesis Pit experinents? He woul d know soon enough, if
her ships suddenly showed up in Opteraspace.

But in the nmeantine the Regent thought it best to allow the Humans to go on thinking that
one of their own had assassinated the sinulagent. |If, as they naintained, the group had acted
al one, it showed a definite carel essness on the council's part. But if this Edwards had pernitted
it to happen-even engineered it, as the Regent was inclined to believe-then the nmurder had nore
sinister inplications, it was as if Edwards knew all along that the Regent had sent an inposter in
his place, and the nurder was the Human's way of responding to the substitution

He made a note to treat Edwards differently the next tine.

The sinul agent hadn't been able to | earn anything about the Masters' destination, or the
| ocation of the Humans' Earth; but it was possible that his death woul d have a positive side
effect. Qoviously the Humans were anxi ous to sue for peace, and although he couldn't grant them
this just yet, that fact eased his concern about their presence in the Quadrant. And now it was
likely that others besides Edwards would be willing to turn against the Sentinels.

The Regent called up a starmap in the sphere and | eaned forward to study it. "Garuda," he
decided after a nonent, that's where they would be heading. A niserable world if there ever was
one, a world that had its own way of dealing with intruders...The Regent had recalled all of his
war ships fromthe planet to strengthen the fleet he had sent to Optera; but there was still a
small garrison of soldiers and scientists there tending the orchards and farnms and supervising the
transport of the nutrient. Sufficiently forewarned, they just m ght be able to succeed where
| arger forces had fail ed.

The Regent rubbed his hands together in a gesture of renewed excitenent. He grunted to the
beasts that flanked his chair. Perhaps it wasn't so bad being dead after all.

When news of the Plenipotentiary Council's decision was rel eased, the Expeditionary
m ssion found itself nore divided than ever. Everyone on Base Tirol and aboard the SDF-3 now felt
conpelled to take a stand. The council, by majority if not by unani nous decision, had effectively
branded former admirals Hunter and Hayes, along with the rest of the Human and XT Senti nel s,
outlaws. In due time a ship would be detailed for their capture, but presently they were to
receive no help from RDF personnel, and anyone found aiding or abetting the Sentinels' cause would
be subject to prosecution to the full extent of the Iaw. Mreover, CGeneral Edwards was being
placed in full command of the RDF;, he would be overseeing both the mining op and construction
projects, and his staff would be supervising all aspects of civil defense, including ninor police
actions.

Lang, Exedore, Huxley, Cbstat, Reinhardt and a few others had becone a cabal overnight,
and Lang realized that it wouldn't be long before Edwards's CGhost Riders woul d be keeping watch on
their every nove-if in fact this wasn't already the case. There were enough unanswered questions
about the Regent's assassination to convince Lang that Edwards had had a hand in the affair. He
surnmi sed, too, that Edwards was aware of the assistance Lang had rendered Wl ff; but if he had any
proof, he was probably saving it for the next occasion the two nen went toe-to-toe. Lang could
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only hope that Wl ff had reached Praxis in tine to rescue the Sentinels, because in every other
way, the plan had done nore harmthan good. However, by taking such a hard-line stance, the
council had inadvertently weakened Edwards-perhaps not now, but in the lIong run, when those |oya
to Hunter would step forward in a show of strength

Lang was in his quarters, conpiling a nental l|ist of the nen and wonen who coul d be
counted on, when the door tone sounded and Lynn-M nnei begged entry. She was the |ast person Lang
wanted to see, but as he thought about her a plan came to mind. He had persuaded her once into
accepting Jani ce as her partner; now perhaps he could talk her into assuming the android's role as
a spy.

"Dr. Lang, | hope I'mnot disturbing you," she said, coming through the door. "I just had
to talk to soneone."

He coul d see she was frantic. "Don't be silly, ny dear. Sit dowmn. Can | fix you
sonet hi ng?"

"No," she said absently. "No, thank you. | just need to know if it's true, Dr. Lang-what
they' re sayi ng about Jonathan and Ri ck."

Lang sat down, even though M nnei renained standing. "Wiat do you think, Mnnei?"

She threw her hands up in a nervous gesture. "l don't know what to think! General Edwards
says one thing, you say another..." She |ooked directly at him "Mst of ny old friends won't even
talk to me anynore. And the way Janice acted..."

He of fered her an understandi ng nod. "Well, maybe you've just ended up on the wong side
somehow. And everyone's waiting for you to return.”

She sat down, facing him "That's what | want to know. am | on the wong side? People are
saying the nost horrible things about General Edwards. But | know him | know what kind of man he
is."

“You may think you know him Mnnei, but | assure you, you don't. It's..." Lang funbled
for the words, "it's as though he has sone sort of personal vendetta against Rick. | can't even
begin to understand it. |I only know that he has turned the council against your friends, and

know they' d be crushed to |l earn that you're not supporting them™

M nmei bit her lip. "And that's just what Jonathan's going to tell them too."

Lang thought he detected a flash of anger behind the words; he started to reply, but she
cut himoff, the anger visible now

"That snake! Who is he to be calling people nanes? He's a liar!"

"M nmei -"

"M. Charm" she said, getting up fromthe couch. "He should tal k about loyalty. Ha! Wat
does he know about anythi ng?" She shot Lang a | ook. "What do any of you know?"

Lang was never good at dealing with theatrics; he knew this much about hinmself and kept
still.
“"Liars, murderers, outlaws," Mnnei was saying. "Things were just too peaceful for them on
Tirol. They needed to go find thenselves a war."

"That's Edwards tal king,"” Lang nanaged.

"This is me talking!" she screaned at him "I hate you! | hate the whole bunch of you!"

She began to cry into her hands. Lang nade a nove toward her, but she was gone by the tine
he reached the door

"Go ahead, say it,’
So let's clear the air."

She | ooked at himand frowned. "What are you tal ki ng about? Say what ?"

They were in the small cabi nspace that had been set aside as their quarters aboard the SDF-
7. The dreadnought was approaching Garuda fromthe far side of the planet's massive sun after a
brief period in hyperspace.

"You wanna say 'I told you so, Ri ck continued. "Edwards is getting stronger and now
we're in no position to stop him If we had renmained on Tirol, all this would never have happened,
and we'd probably have a truce worked out and be a long way toward repairing the SDF3." Rick
snorted. "Anything |'ve left out?"

"I"'mnot saying a word, Rick," she told him "You're doing such a fine job w thout nme."

"Al'l right, so you think I made a big nistake, and maybe a part of me agrees with you. But
the truth is that I would have been going out of mny skull back there, and at |east now |l feel we
are acconplishing sonet hi ng- maybe not for ourselves exactly, but for Lron and Crysta and Kani and
everyone. You can't argue with that."

Li sa shrugged. "Who's arguing?"

"And another thing." Rick put his hands to his hips. "You figure that just because |I'm

Rick said to Lisa. "I could feel you saying it clear across the hold.
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suddenly all gung ho and take-charge that | really ama comuander after all. But 1'lIl tell you
sonething: the only reason |'mokay with the role is because there's no damed council telling ne
what to think. W've got a denocracy here, not sone red-tape portable governnent, and that suits
ne fine."

“Well, I-"
"So don't go thinking that I'mgoing to ask to be reinstated when all this blows over."
"Do you think it will, R ck?"
He heard the desperation in her tone and it took the wind right out of his sails. He
| eaned over, took her hand, and kissed it. "You bet," he said softly. "And we'll get back on
course."
She reached out to stroke his arm "I don't want us to grow apart, Rick, and | feel that

happeni ng soneti nes."

He was tenpted to say sonething about Lisa's involvenent with Ghnea and Bela, but held his
tongue. "I won't let that happen.”

She sighed fretfully. "W used to have so many dreans-renenber ?"

"Of course | renenber," he said, trying to sound cheerful. "And we'll make every one of
them conme true." He squatted down to face her. "Look, let's just see what happens on Garuda. From
what Kam says, the Invid never actually conquered the place. And fromwhat WIff told nme, it
sounds like they pulled all their troop carriers away. They've got a small garrison there, and
that's it. Maybe there won't have to be much fighting. W'll get to have sone PT."

She | aughed lightly. "Now there's a dreamif | ever heard one."

"You'll see,"” he said, bringing her up into his enbrace.

In the cruiser's ned room Jean Grant was trying to figure out what to do with the now
snoot h, football-sized crystal on the gurney-the Spherisian infant Mriya and Bel a had brought up
fromPraxis. The two wonmen were watching Jean's every nove, while Teal sat quietly in a corner of
the room Jean gave the crystal a gentle turn; it felt cool to the touch and seem ngly inani nate,
but scans had indicated a high | evel of bioenergy, or at |east an approxinmation thereof. God knew
the thing was grow ng fast enough! Jean sensed Mriya and Bela's eyes on her and said, "Wll, what
do you two expect nme to do with this, this...child? She turned sharply to Teal. "Teal, get over
here! At least tell me what |'m supposed to do."

Wearily, Teal got to her feet and joined Jean at the gurney. She gl anced down at the
crystal and fixed her transparent eyes on the infant's saviors. "You saved him Bela. You raise
him™"

"I't's a hin?" Jean asked, peering at the crystal as though she had m ssed sonething. "How
do you know t hat ?"

"Because it is Baldan's child. It is Baldan."

Mriya made a face. "Wait a mnute, let's get this straight: is it Baldan, or is it
Bal dan's chil d?"

"It is both," Teal told her.

"Well, it sure doesn't look like Baldan," Jean pointed out. "lIs it, er, he in a state of
gestation inside the crystal? O do we need to incubate hinf Speak to nme, girl!"

Teal turned away fromthe gurney. "I don't want to care for it!" Wen she faced them
again, it was obvious she was, in sonme Spherisian fashion, crying. "Baldan was not ny mate," she
explained. "It was the Invid Tesla who chose us, it was he who brought us together."

Jean put a hand on Teal's shoulder. "But | don't understand, honey. Wat does all this
have to do with caring for the child?"

"He must be shaped" Teal answered her. "And to do so | nust enter into a rapport with
Bal dan-1 must becone his mate."

No one said anything for a nmonent. "And if we do nothing?" Bela asked.

"Baldan will die." Teal continued to cry, nuttering to herself in her own tongue-praying,
Jean ventured. Then suddenly she produced a kind of crystalline paring knife fromthe bodice of
her garnent.

"Teal, no!" Jean started to say, but before she could stop her, Teal had struck the infant
with the edge of the blade, as one might bring a tool to bear on a piece of ore. A chip broke away
fromthe crystal, revealing a dazzling facet. Teal struck again and again, each stroke sure of its
mar k, each rendering the inanimate thing gemike and conplete. Crying all the while, Teal took the
infant in her hands and began to carve away nore of its extraneous crust. Mriya, Bela, and Jean
could hardly believe their eyes when a polished face slowy energed, then a mniature torso of
sorts.

It was Bal dan.
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If the Sentinels remai ned divided on any one issue, it was what was to be done with Tesl a.
Wil e certain they would exercise nore caution the next tinme the Invid volunteered for a m ssion
they had as yet no clear-cut policy toward him Was he a prisoner, a hostage, perhaps an ally in
sone sense? After the nmeeting in which the Sentinels' direction had been put to a vote, Tesla and
Burak had had a chance to answer the "charges"” Wl ff brought against them They were acconpli ces,
Wl ff maintained, in the laconic and cynical fashion that had everyone aboard guessing. (That
M nnei was the cause of WIff's distress was no secret, but he kept to hinself the fact that she
had been seei ng Edwards.)

Tesla didn't deny that he had tried to commandeer the nodule; his actions, however, had
not been directed against the Sentinels. In fact, quite the contrary. "I amyour conrade in this
war of liberation,”" he told the Human and XT assenbly. "I am as eager for peace as the rest of
you, and ny aimin taking over the ship was sinply to speed to Optera to convince the Regent of
the error of his ways."

Bur ak, though, was innocent to hear Tesla tell it, and had nerely been overpowered, as
Jani ce had. And much to Tesla's surprise, Janice backed up the story. But what Tesla didn't
realize was that Janice had briefed the Sentinels beforehand on the stand she woul d t ake,
suggesting that they allow Burak and Tesla their partnership, which she herself would nonitor
There was nore here than net the eye, she had explained; and the arrangenent woul d have the added
benefit of keeping the Perytonian out of everyone's way.

This was the voice of Lang's reprogranm ng, but no one recognized it as such, |east of all
Jani ce. Tesla, Lang had established, was worthy of study.

So in the end it was decided that things would remain nuch as they had been before the
attenpted nutiny: Tesla was neither prisoner nor ally, but nore in the way of "ambassador." And
Burak was to remain the Invid' s aide/jailer/ keeper.

The two XTs were in one of the ship's cargo holds now, a place well-suited to Tesla's
size. Only a few norsels of fruit renmined, but Tesla knew that nore would be available to himon
Garuda-a crop as different fromthe Praxian variety as those had been fromthe Karbarran. He stil
hadn't gotten over his case of the guilts, and was in fear of the nonent the Sentinels |earned of
the Regent's assassination. Wth |uck, though, that news could be nonths off. The beauty of it was
that there was no one who could even tie himto the act-not as long as the SDF-7 remai ned
i ncommuni cado. Even that little Zentraedi, Exedore, would have no proof. "Circunstantial” was the
Human word for such evidence. So in spite of his anxiety, his spirits had inproved.

Burak's, however, had not. Al though pleased (al beit baffled) that he had been absol ved of
any wongdoing, he felt as though the Sentinels had sinply disnmssed himand Peryton's cause.

"You nmustn't be so glumabout it, ny friend," Tesla told him while he contenpl ated one of
the tidbits. "Your world is as good as freed."

"What makes you so certai n?" Burak asked, his face a true devil's mask now.

Tesl a popped the fruit into his nouth. "Because...| sense sonething wonderful is about to
happen. "

Burak regarded himw th a frown.

"Truly," Tesla continued. "You rmust have faith if you are to assune your proper place in
this world. There may be one or two dark spots in our future, but afterward..." Tesla offered an
approxi mation of a smle.

"But what about now, Tesla? Al these grand events you speak of-they are al ways one step
ahead of us."

Tesl a threw back his shoulders. "No, ny young friend, you have it backward. It is we who
are one step ahead. But change is in the air. Soon the reshapings will catch up with us. And then
we can begin to transformthe world."

CHAPTER NI NE

A footnote in Kahler's work (The Tirolian Conpai gn, Fantomadi scs, third issue, 2083, scr. 1099)
refers those interested in Garudan psychism|[sic] to a series of twentieth-century

aut obi ographi cal novels witten by a young anthropol ogi st recording his attenpts to enter into
various states of altered reality through the guidance of an Yaqui Indian "nan of power." And
while La Pea is willing to concede that there is some justification for Kahler's reconmendati on,
he points out that the Garudans required nothing in the way of extrinsic agents to attain "non-
ordinary states.” Unless, however, one views the planet's atnosphere in this regard. It is hoped
that the nuch-awaited translations of Haydon's texts will shed light on this continuing
controversy.
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Taken fromthe "I nmminent Immaterial” columm of Psycho-physics Di gest

Garuda. Kam and Learna had told themwhat to expect. A nostly cold and barren world of steppes
and tundra, with vast frozen regions and gl aci ated nountain ranges. Wat little there was in the
way of flora and fauna was principally confined to a narrow band of equatorial forestland of
evergreen anal ogues. There were two seasons, wet and dry; Garuda was in the latter now, and that,
Kani expl ai ned, would account for the differences in fur coloration the Sentinels would notice
anong nmenbers of his and Learna's tribe. The Garudans, who nunbered in the thousands, were not,
general | y speaking, offworlders. Some, however, had volunteered for mning work on Rhestad-system
moons after the arrival of the Zentraedi generations ago, and later on, the Masters' clones. But
nmost Garudans feared the thought of having to | eave the planet, and had little tolerance for the
breat hi ng harnesses life anywhere el se would require. Their society was a sinple one, organized
along the lines of any hunter-gatherer group; however, they were anything but nomadi c, and kept
donesticated animals and rai sed some crops. Religion was of a decidedly individual variety, with
each clan answering to a different totem and each nenber his or her own shanan. Oddly enough
neither Kam nor Learna had the slightest know edge of history in the sense that nost of the
Sentinels, including Burak and Lron, understood the term Unlike the Karbarrans, or Praxians for
that matter, the Garudans seenmed to live entirely in the present. This is not to say that they
were a conpl acent group-they were certainly devoted to securing a free future for their worl d-but
at the sane tinme, they could supply no answers to questions concerning their racial past.

Thi s eni gma had becone sonething of a preoccupation with Cabell during the four nonths the
Sentinels had renai ned grounded on Praxis. Cabell was different than the Masters in this regard.
Those who had ousted the Tirolian regine after the Great Transition were nore interested in
expansi on and conquest than in the accumul ati on of know edge; to the Elders and their subordinate
Triunvirates, know edge of the past presented sonething of an inpedinment to change. They had their
gaze fixed on the day after tonmorrow, on issues of uncontested rule, ultinate power, and selective
imortality.

The rest of the Sentinels, though, saw Garuda nore in ternms of its tangible challenges,
and forenost anong these was its very atnosphere: though Earthlike in conposition, it was
essentially toxic to all but the planet's indigenous life-fornms. There were one or two exceptions
to this, but only Veidt and Sarna ampong the Sentinels qualified. Surface scans verified the
presence of dozens of varieties of airborne spores and mi croorgani sns whose chenistry Jean G ant
Iikened to certain | aboratory-produced psychotropic drugs. According to Cabell-based on what he
had gl eaned from Zor's notes-the vul pine beings' nental processes were |linked to the planet itself
in a kind of subnol ecul ar partnership. Life-fornms incapable of entering into this |ong-established
m crocosni ¢ symbi osis were not, however, sinply ignored or exenpted; rather, they were sensed as
potentially disturbing to the ecol ogi cal bal ance and consequently counterattacked by those sane
m croor gani snms responsi bl e for the Garudans' nonordi nary psychic states.

It had therefore fallen upon the ned group to outfit the landing party with transpirators
and resp canisters. But if logistics was about to hanper the operation's effectiveness, the
Sentinels could take sonme confort in the fact that the Invid had also fallen prey to the planet's
proprietary nature. In fact, their presence on Garuda was essentially restricted to the
hem spherically shaped hives they had erected in those areas where Zor's Flower of Life seedlings
had taken root. The crop was a nutant but bountiful one, and it was believed that Garuda provi ded
| argely defoliated Optera with nmuch of its needed supply of nutrient. Wth Karbarra |liberated, the
Regent had | ost his mecha factories; now the Sentinels neant to strike himat the gut |evel
destroyi ng as many of Garuda's orchards and "farns" as they coul d.

Ri ck, Lisa, Cabell, Rem Jack, Karen, Burak, Kam , Learna, Giea, Lron, and Crysta nmade up
the drop group, with nenbers of the Skull and Wl ff Pack escorting the shuttle down. The SDF-7
would remain in orbit to deal with Invid transport vessels, known to make frequent runs between
Garuda and Optera. WIff and G ant shared the fortress comrand. Jani ce woul d be keeping an eye on
Tesla. Veidt and Sarna had el ected to stay behind, and Bela was apparently determ ned to help Tea
with the infant Bal dan.

The landing party was certain that the SDF-7's arrival in Garudaspace had not gone
undetected by the Invid; the shuttle | anding would probably be nonitored as well. So rather than
ri sk i medi ate engagenent or present any of the hives with an easy target, they opted to put down
inthe relatively unpoliced tribal sectors, close to Kani and Learna's village. Unexpectedly, they
found thenselves encircled by battle-ready troops neverthel ess-even before the shuttle's | anding
gear made contact with the surface

Kam had neglected to nmention that sonme of Garuda's protectors were Tirolian Bioroids.
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Kani and Learna consequently made certain they were the first to deplane, figuring their
mer e appearance woul d defuse the situation. It did so-and more. Wthin minutes, half of Kam's
tribe had enmerged fromthe trees to surround the shuttle and cel ebrate the return of their
friends. The air was suddenly charged with joyous sounds-excited barking to Rick's ears-and Kami
and Learna were enbraced, jostled, and hoisted up on countless shoulders. Wth el aborate ritual
the two returnees threw of f their breathing gear and pranced about, engaging in inpronptu dances,
shamani ¢ steps of power.

Ri ck radioed the Skull and Wl ff contingents to put down al ong the perineter of the
shuttle's rough strip, checked the integrity of his environnent suit and transpirator, and
followed Lisa out of the pilots' cabin to take part in the nerrinent. An hour later, he and the
rest of the landing party were in the village's wooden | onghouse powwow ng with the | eaders of
Kam's tribe. Severed heads of Hellcats, Scrim and Odeon Inorganics dangled fromthe roof tie-
beans.

Al so present were a nunber of the Bioroid pilot clones-androgynous-I|ooking shaggy-haired
humanoi ds with pointed features and exotic eyes. One of the clones-these Tiresian | ost boys-was
explaining to Cabell in a nasal, alnpbst synthesized voice how they had cone to ally thensel ves
with the Garudan cause. They wore no breathing gear, and were apparently i mune to the spores.

"The Masters left us here to police this world. But when the Invid arrived, comunication
with Tirol and the clone-nasters becane inmpossible. Qur Hoverships destroyed, all ties with Tiro
cut, we began to understand the concept of freedom the |oneliness that springs from
abandonnent..."

"So you joined the Garudans in their fight,"” Cabell finished, astonished.

"We thirst for freedom just as they do."

"Remar kable," the old man nused, his own voice distorted by the mask's filters.
"Absolutely remarkable.” He hadn't been so astounded since |earning fromlLang that Mriya Parino
had borne a child; and the revelation gave hi msone hope that the Masters' clones were actually
capabl e of revolt.

Ri ck took advantage of a nonentary silence to notion to the trophy heads. "What's the
situation here? Do the Invid run patrols through this sector?"

The tribal chief answered him "Their Inorganics patrol, but only when they wish to
intinmdate us, or gather up |laborers for the farms. They don't seemto regard us as a threat-even
with the firepower our conrades supply," he added, indicating the clones, "but | assure you that
all Garuda is ripe for rebellion.”

"You nean, they're using your people on the farns?"

"Lately, yes. And in the | abor canps near them"™

Lron and Crystal grunted, alarm ng sonme of the Garudans present. They were keeping a w de
circle around the ursine XTs, and a wi der one yet around Burak, whose nmask only added to an
al ready denoni c aspect.

Ri ck could see that the news came as a shock to Kam and Learna al so

"So much for surgical strikes fromthe ship,"” Max said.

Ri ck regarded the chief for a nonent. He found that he was not yet accustoned to seeing
Garudans wi thout then-breathers; omivores they mght be, but there was a ferocity to their
muzzl es he wasn't all that confortable with. Qutwardly, the chief resenbled Kani, but there was a
sol etmness to his aspect that was absent in the younger Garudan

"What about mecha?" Lisa wanted to know. "Scouts, Shock Troopers?"

"Only when their transport ships arrive,"” the chief told her. "They patrol near the farns
to protect the nutrient shipnent while it is being | oaded. Rarely do they venture into triba
sectors.”

R ck watched the chief gnaw at a hunk of meat one of the wonmen had offered him "Is there
any regularity to the shipnments?”

The chi ef exchanged a few sentences with Kam in the Garudan tongue. The Sentine
transl ated. "Approximately every three standard nonths."” This was changed every so often in an
attenpt to foil what was an extensive underground network at work on Garuda. But the Invid never
managed to keep anything secret for very |ong.

"And when did the |ast shipnent |eave?"

"One nonth ago."

Ri ck grinned beneath his transpirator mask. "That nmeans we're in the clear for the nonent.
Even if they've already conmunicated with their fleet, reinforcenents could take weeks to get
here. "

"The closest farmis about one hundred niles fromhere," Learna said, w thout being asked.
"Kami and | know that area well."
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"An aerial recon," Max suggested.

"No," Rick said. "I don't think we should tip our hand just yet. W'll go in on
Hovercycles first. Take a quick | ook around before we plan an assault. Just because mecha haven't
been observed doesn't nmean they're not in there."

"I agree," Rick heard Jack say behind him

Karen nudged Jack with her elbow for butting in. "Sir?" she then said to Lisa, hoping Jack
woul d [ earn by exanpl e.

"Go ahead, Karen."

"I was just wondering what exactly happened to the first Invid troops that | anded here-
before the hives were built, | mean."

Agai n, Kanmi and the chief exchanged a few words.

"They went mad," the Garudan | eader said evenly. "Then they died."

The recon team Ri ck, Lisa, Jack, Karen, Rem and Kam as scout-left the village shortly
before dawn, sticking close to the northern fringe of Garuda's preternaturally quiet forest. They
had travel ed seventy-five niles by the time Rhestad rose-a massive oblate field of crinson that
did little to warmthe land. The two villages they passed en route had al ready been informed of
the mssion. Worried about attracting any undue attention to thenselves, R ck had requested that
the Garudans sinply go about their business; but there was obviously too nuch excitenment in the
air for that. For sonmetines mles at a stretch, R ck would see them crouched al ong the paths the
Hover cycl es cut through the woods, silent and feral, vulpine eyes aglow in the eerie norning
l'ight.

At mle eighty-five the teamencountered its first Inorganic patrol-a pack of Hellcats a
dozen strong, roamng the forest like sone fiendish pride of saber-tooths. Kam had spotted them
and passed the word; the Hovercycles were shut down and conceal ed. It was understood by now that
the Inorganics were nore than marauders or Robopolice units; they functioned as the renote eyes
and ears for the Invid living conputers, which in turn directed the scientists or command troops.
Engagenment, therefore, even if it ended in victory, would have only served to alert the hive to
the team s position; so they lay as still as they could, pressed close to the chilled ground unti
t he pack had noved through

Ri ck and Lisa were on their stomachs, side-by-side, environmental suits adjusted to mimnc
the colors and textures of the area's fernlike ground cover. Rick had his armflung protectively
across his wife's back, and was gazing at her through the hel nmet's bubbl e-shield. Her eyes
returned the wrinkled | ook his own were trying to convey. It was the first tinme he and Lisa had
been out together in a long while, and if this wasn't exactly anyone's idea of an ideal date or
the "closeness" Lisa had in nmind during their nmost recent heart-to-heart, at |east they were
toget her. And sonehow t hough Rick woul d have been at a loss to explain it-he felt nore assured
with Lisa beside him At the same tine her presence had a kind of cal mng effect, because no
matter what they might have to face, he was freed fromhaving to worry about where she was or what
dangers she m ght have ot herw se been facing alone. Here, he had some neasure of control over her
situation-their situation

Movi ng nmore cautiously after Kanmi gave the all-clear sign, the teamtook another hour to
cover the last fifteen mles. They had portions of the enornous hive in sight for five of those
mles, but didn't get an unobstructed view of the thing until they were alnost on top of it. It
sat in the center of an ancient inpact crater, in a veritable forest of Optera trees, a done-
shaped structure with a base alnpbst ten niles around, conposed entirely of what appeared to be
organi c facets or geodesies; in fact, the hive had the | ook of something grown rather than
erected. Four mile-high cattaillike antenna towers were positioned at cardinal points around the
hi ve's oddly "bubbl ed" base.

Through field glasses, Rick could discern Garudan slaves gathering mutated fruits fromthe
trees. Huge containers of these were being conveyed to the hive itself by Invid soldiers in
specially outfitted suits, often piloting Hovercarts of various design. Tracking the carts
novenents ultimately enabled Rick to discover one of the hive's tunnellike transport corridors.

"What happens later on?" Rick whispered to Kani, who had stooped down to ask for the
bi nocul ars. "Are the workers taken into the hive?"

"No," he said, bringing his nuzzle close to the helnet's audio pickups. "The | abor canp
lies about two mles fromhere.” Kam pointed out the direction

"Are you certain there are no Garudans inside the hive?"

Kam shook his head. "Not certain." The hives were the only places on the pl anet
i mpervi ous to Garudan Sendi ngs and out-of-body flights; but the Invids' continued presence on
world in general had confused things. The clouds and wi nd were full of sinister whisperings.
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"Then we've gotta find out," Rick said, turning around to notion the others forward.

Jack remai ned behind as rear guard, while the rest of the team began to work their way
over the lowridge that was the crater's rimand down into the basin itself. It was warner here,
Rick realized without having to check the suit's sensor displays; redolent, too, he inmagined, as
the Optera tree forests on Praxis had been. They were closing on the edge of the cultivation area
now, and it was tinme for Kanmi to go it alone.

"Don't take any chances," Rick cautioned him He checked his chrononeter. "One hour. If
you' re not back by then, we're noving out."

"I'"l'l get word back to you fromthe canmp if anything happens.”

The underground, Rick rem nded hinsel f.

"Just see that it doesn't," Rem said.

Karen and Lisa wi shed Kani |uck, and he started to nove off.

Then all at once a snall nmountain was growi ng under their feet. Rick thought for a nonent
that this might be how the bul b-canopied Optera trees pushed thenselves fromthe ground. Lisa and
the others had been knocked off their feet, but he was still riding the rise up, arnms outstretched
like a high-wire wal ker. El sewhere he could see two nore hunps beginning to form Kam vyelled
sonet hi ng i nconpr ehensi bl e, just before Rick | eaped and caught hold of a network of vinelike
tendrils encasing the canopy-bulb of the nearest tree. He was dangling ten feet above the ground
now, | ooking down on his teammtes and wondering why they had their weapons drawn, when a triple-
cl awed Scout pincer suddenly slanmmed into the tree not a foot fromhis head. The bulb split open
I'i ke an overripe nmelon, showering himw th viscous green gop and what he took to be seeds.

Lisa and Karen, neanwhile, were firing charges at the crab-ship, trying to position
t hensel ves for a shot at the mecha's scanner, a pouting red nouth | ow down on the ventral surface
of its arnored head. But the Scouts who had joined the first were advancing, and the two wonen
were forced to hurl thenselves out fromunder a pair of cloven feet. One nmecha was stonping the
ground, trying to pulverize them even while Rem and Kanm were stinging its |adybug-shaped
carapace with Wlverine fire.

Ri ck di sentangled hinself before the first Scout could strike again, dropping, tucking,
and rolling out of harms way, and sonehow nanaging to come up with his weapon raised. He nail ed
his giant assailant in the knee joint and brought it down in an earsplitting crash; then put a
second shot through its scanner, and ducked for cover as the thing blew up.

The force of the blast threw one of the other Scouts hard against the trees, where it
stunbl ed and fell after ripping open hal f-a-dozen bulbs. Remsaw to it that the ship didn't get
up, lancing it open fromcrotch to scanner. R ck had been |l eft dazed and tenporarily deaf fromthe
expl osion, but he cane to in tinme to see the renmaining necha raising its left foot to snash Karen
and Lisa, who had al so been |leveled by the blast. He ran up behind the Scout, as if preparing to
clip it behind the knee, and enptied his handgun straight up into the underside of the ship's rear
tapered head arnor, eliciting a cascade of energy bolts and a nuffled roar that decapitated the
ship, spilling its Invid pilot to the ground. Kam and Karen holed the creature, even though it
was probably already dead, and noved quickly to Lisa's side. Rick did |ikew se, suddenly terror-
stricken. Her suit was torn open; she was bl oodi ed and unconsci ous.

"We've got to get her back to the cycs!" Rick said, |ooking up at his teammtes. But al
he got in return was a | ook of resignation. R ck saw Kani and Karen toss their weapons aside. He
whirled around, still in a crouch, intinme to see nore than a dozen Invid soldiers energing from
the orchard to surround their patch of green-stained ground.

"Throw your weapon down,"” one of the Praxian-size soldiers said in Tiresian, brandi shing
an evil-1ooking rifle/cannon and gazing down at Rick through an el ongated hel net.

Rick did so, just as an officer canme shouldering its way through the circle. It regarded
Lisa a nmonment, then swung its snout toward Ri ck.

"The hive has been expecting you," it announced.

"Qur Regent has said that he finds your race nost curious, and now | understand why. You
are a little nore like worns than |'d inmagi ned, and indeed there is the stench of death about
you. "

The interior of the hive was greenhouse-hot, but the scientist's voice was cold and
anal ytical. Rick, Rem Kanmi, and Karen had been marched at gunpoint through the same entrance R ck
had spied fromthe crater rim There, their helnets and transpirators had been renoved. One of the
soldiers had carried Lisa in over his shoulder. She was still unconscious, groaning every so often
in her delirium Rick was being kept from her side. Kani, already succunbing to the hive's
artificial atnosphere, had been shackl ed and dunped in a corner.

"That snell is the stink of your own soldiers' blood," R ck snarled at the scientist,
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gesturing to his green-smeared suit.

"The cornered creature's final attack," the Invid said to his white-robed group of
barefoot assistants, in Tiresian for Rick's benefit. "The being uses words as weapons.”

"What do you want with us? Why didn't your soldiers kill us?"

The scientist's snout sensors twitched, as if he was sniffing the air. "Perhaps we shall
But there is sonme information we require first. It would save us nmuch bother if you'd sinply agree
to answer our questions-it mght even save your |ives."

Ri ck snorted. "Dreamon, slug."

"As | thought,"” the scientist directed over his shoulder. He studied Rick a nmonment, then
began to nove down the line, pausing in front of Kam . "You were one of the Garudans sel ected by
Tesla for the Regent's zoo, were you not?"

Kam |eaned in as if to whisper sonething and snapped at the Invid' s face, missing it by
i nches. Just as suddenly, a soldier threw a strangl ehold on Kani from behind; in his weakened
state, the Garudan was easily subdued.

The scientist shrugged it off and continued his appraisal of the group, |leering, Rick
t hought, at Karen, and puzzling for a noment over Rem "Wy, you're Tiresian." he said at |ast,
and whirled through an excited turn to face his group. "W have a nmarvel ous opportunity here to
acconpl i sh sonmet hing invaluable for the realm For the record," he added, |ooking to Rick, "where
are the Robotech Masters?"

Ri ck beetled his brows. "The Masters?"

"Yes. Wiere is the Protoculture matrix?"

Ri ck groaned. The thing had becone a thorn in the galaxy's side. "I don't know what you're
tal ki ng about."

"That is hardly the response we require to justify sparing your lives, Earther. Be
reasonabl e; you have Protocul ture-fuel ed ships, Protoculture-based weapons...How did you conme by
these if not through contact with the Masters or the matrix? Unless, of course, the Flowers of
Life grow on your homeworld..."

Ri ck fought to keep his surprise fromregistering. So that's what they're after, he
t hought, and recall ed sonet hi ng Roy Fokker had told him al nost ten years ago about the warning
Lang had i nadvertently keyed in the SDF-1-Zor's warning about the Invid! The Tirolian knew -he
knew the Invid woul d eventually go in search of the matrix. Cabell's words to Lang rang in Rick's
ears: You nust destroy the Invid here, destroy themwhile you still can!

"I see something in your eyes, Human," the scientist was saying. "You know sonet hi ng. "

Rick tightened his lips to a thin line.

"Then perhaps your dreanms will tell us what we wish to know." The Invid waved a hand at
the soldiers. "Take the Humans outside."

“"You can't!" Kam bit out, his wi ndpipe pinced in the soldier's grip. Gthers had stepped
in to take hold of Rick, Karen, Rem and Lisa. "They'll diel"

"Yes," the scientist said matter-of-factly, "they probably will."

CHAPTER TEN

The psy scanners the Invid enployed on Garuda (on Hunter and the rest) were patterned on simlar
devi ces devel oped by the Tiresians. lronically enough, the Robotech Masters had used the scanners
on Zor shortly after his death, (and would use themagain to nonitor Zor Prine after the clone had
been inserted into the Fifteenth ATAC), much as the Invid were using themon Rem

H story of the Second Robotech War, volume XXXI, "Tirol"

Dreama little dreamwi th ne.
Late twentieth-century song lyric

The mal e human was dreami ng of pursuit. He was being chased by sone sort of bird creature with an
enor nbus Wi ngspan, and-an Invid scientist had noted-a body shaped curiously |ike those of the
raptorial birds depicted face-to-face on the Human's uniforminsignia patch. The Human was running
downhi | I, hopel essly out of control, with the bird pecking at his neck and back, flapping its
great wings all the while. The backdrop for the dreamwas a world of ravaged | andscapes, barren,
cratered expanses of solidified volcanic flow. The Human was, and at the same tinme was not, both
the pursued and pursuer. Crowds of other Humans seenmed to be viewing the event fromthe sidelines,
gesturing, pointing, applauding, |aughing. One wore the face of the injured Human fenal e who was
presently being terrorized by dreans of her own-although she was synpathetic here, eager to help
the running man, so it appeared.
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"There's nothing of use to us in this one's thoughts,"” the head scientist said
di smi ssively. Disappointed, he turned fromthe images in the instrumentality sphere and noved to
the sphere his assistants had set up to nonitor the dreans of the injured fenale.

Lisa, like Rick, Karen, and Rem was strapped on her back to a kind of gurney, with her
head positioned beneath a thick and heavy-1 ooking ring-shaped device that resenbl ed a scal ed- down
version of an MR scanner. What the Invid scientists were calling dreans, however, were of the
wi de-eyed variety-altered states of consciousness, hellish ones by and large, normally kept |ocked
away behi nd those proverbial doors of perception. Five mnutes of exposure to Canada's tainted
at nrosphere had been enough to elicit them The scientists had no way of know ng whether this
constituted what would anmount to a | ethal exposure-sone Invid had |asted as |ong as half an hour
wi thout suffering irreversible effects. But these Humans were fragile things; physically strong
for their size, it was true, but with limted tolerance for even the slightest of psychic
assaults. They were inhabitants of the base realns, the sensate worlds at the |ower end of the
spectrum as insubstantial as interstellar dust, and therefore highly expendabl e.

The | eader of the white-robed group now activated the sphere attached to the device above
Lisa's head, and here, too, the scientists encountered i mages of pursuit. Kanm, nuzzled and
shackled in a corner of the hive's lab, was too deep into his own deliriumto take note of their
di smay.

"It seens to be sonmething of a fixation with them" one of the assistants ventured.

The Human fenmale was for all intents and purposes trapped on a spiral staircase that
| acked any clear-cut term nus. Moreover, whatever it was that was pursuing her, hunting her, was
SO0 vague a thing as to be untransl atable by the sphere's Protoculture circuitry. There were
monentary flashes of a feline creature, however, that brought to mnd the Invid s owm Hellcats.
But the central concern of the dream and dreanmer was the fenmale's seem ngly reduced size.

"Sone reference to the Zentraedi, perhaps?"

The master scientist made a disgruntled sound. "Wo can tell with these beings? Let us
nmove on."

They grouped together in front of Karen's sphere next, arns folded and four-fingered hands
tucked into the sleeves of their robes. The master anong them had found hinmsel f strangely noved by
this green-eyed, honey-haired Human; but unfortunately her dreamterrors proved to be as
pedestrian and unrevealing as the previous ones. Her world was at |east populated with a host of
ot her beings, but they were there principally to insure that Karen was suitably horrified by the
prospect of being buried alive.

The master expressed his distaste after a mnute's viewing. "What a pitiful race...One
wonders why they don't walk in fear of their own shadows. They've been nore traumati zed than
Optera itself."

By now they had reached Remthe Tiresian-and to their absolute astoni shment, there in
living color and as big as life in the center of the attendant sphere was Optera. This much could
have been accounted for and di sm ssed, but next they found thensel ves view ng i mages of the Regis
in her pretransfornmed state! And this was not the defoliated Optera of their ravenous present, but
the edenic honeworld of their racial past-a verdant wonderland, with fields of Flowers basking in
the warnth of the planet's twin suns, stretching as far as the eye could see across a | andscape of
arcadi an beauty. Here was the | ost harnmony, the innocent splendor, the paradisiacal ease they
coul d now access only in nonments of collective trance, or at the nystical pronptings of the Queen-
Mot her hersel f.

The scientists were reduced to silence, to tears of an ethereal sort.

"It's as if..."

"Say it," the master demanded.

“...as if this one knew our world before the techno-voyager's arrival."

"These are his thoughts."

Wth what would translate as shanme, the master scientist deactivated the sphere and | ed
his group to a sphere significantly larger than the rest-their comruni cations instrunmentality,
overshadowed by a relatively small speci nen of bubbl e-chanbered brain.

"W nust informthe Regent of this at once."

"And say what ?"

"That we have found Zor!"

It had taken Jack all the inner strength he could nuster to keep fromtearing down into
that basin orchard with guns bl azing...He had heard the expl osion that dropped the first Scout
ship, and had scranbled up to the top of the crater rimlike a nmountain goat on anphetani nes.
Weapon fire, followup blasts...by the time he got there, Rick and the others were surrounded by

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2015%20-%20Death%20Dance.txt (45 of 70) [5/21/03 2:36:27 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2015%20-%20Death%20Dance.txt

Invid soldiers-nore than even he wanted to go up against. Lisa was down, Ri ck bending over her
Kami, Rem Karen! He had |ocated a safe vantage point and watched as his friends were led off to
the hive; then a short tinme |ater they had reappeared at the done's tunnellike entrance, this tine
stripped of their transpirators. For sonme reason he had felt conpelled to tine their exposure,
sitting there powerl ess and near crazed while the chrononeter display counted off the mnutes,
five heart-stopping mnutes! He had run for the place where they had stashed the cycs, found his
way back to the trails they had cut in predawn light, reentered the village...all the while
expecti ng Shock Troopers to energe fromthe ground, Hellcats or Robo-autonata to | eap on himfrom
the treetops. Pursued by nightnares..

Jack was just now finishing his hurried and breathless recap, sitting cross-legged in the
vill age | onghouse and sucking nutrient through a tube while the chief and sone of the Sentinels
wat ched him

"W've gotta spring them" he said at last, his thirst slaked. "R ght away, before they're
nmoved. "

The chi ef spoke to a nmenber of the tribe; the male Garudan nodded his head a few tinmes and
took off in a rush. "He has been instructed to pass the word," the chief explained. "W will be
alerted if and when they are noved."

Learna was beside herself, her neck fur on end. She had tried tine and tine again to Send
herself to the hive, but each of her attenpts had ended in failure. "Kami will die inside the
hive. He nmust be returned to Garuda's air."

"He wasn't brought out with the rest of them" Jack told her, then turned to Cabell. "How
long is too | ong?"

The old man nade as if to stroke his beard under the suit. "I can't answer you, Jack
Tirol sent the Zentraedi here, the clones...| believe Remand | are the first Tiresians to set

foot on Garuda since Zor hinself |anded here."

"Can't you even estimate it?" Jack pressed him

Cabel | saw Jack's frustration and concern. "I don't inmagine anything |less than fifteen
m nutes woul d prove fatal.” He was relieved to see Jack rel ax sone.

"But why would they do that-why not just kill them Wse One?" Gnea thought to ask

The chi ef shrugged his powerful shoulders. "To torture them perhaps to see if they could
| earn anything fromtheir thoughts."

"Al'l right," Max broke in, "suppose we wait till dusk. Your people will be heading back to
the canps by then, right?"

Learna and the chief nodded, uncertain

"W stage a diversionary raid on one of the other hives. Try to draw off as many of their
mecha as we can. At the sane time, a rescue teamgoes in."

"Agreed," Jack said, and sone of the others joined himin voicing their support.

"l don't know," Cabell objected when everyone had quieted down. "It's risky. Those hives
are nmuch nore conpl ex than they appear.”
"Well, of course it's risky," Jack argued, "but | don't see that we have any choi ce. Wat

are we supposed to do-wal k up and knock on the door? Uh, excuse ne, but we were wondering if you
mght be willing to return our teammates-"

"There is an easier way to get them back."

Jack swung around to see who had interrupted him Wen he saw it was Burak he fell silent,
al ong with al nost everyone el se. The Perytoni an had beconme sonet hing of an invisible being since
the attenpted nutiny, and to hear hi msuddenly speak, nmuch | ess offer an opinion, was sonething of
an event.

"You are forgetting our race in the hold," Burak said to the group's collective
puzzl ement .

"You nmean 'ace in the hole,

"What ever - "

"Tesl a," Cabell excl ai nmed.

The devil from Peryton nodded.

"A hostage exchange?" Max asked.

Burak grinned beneath his mask. "Sonething like that."

Jack corrected him

On Optera, the Regent's servant reported only that five Sentinels had been captured on
Garuda; he knew better than to steal the scientists' thunder. The Regent was relaxing in his
sterile nutrient bath when the conmuni qué was received, having discovered that he could
essentially guarantee nessages nerely by setting foot in the O ynpic-size tub. Anxious for sone
news of Tesla, or information regarding the next destination of the Sentinels, he had spent the
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better part of a week in the bath, waiting. Now he practically ran to the throne room sashing his
robe as he approached the communi cat or sphere.

"Five Sentinels,"” he said out of breath. "Which ones?" "A Garudan, three Humans, and...a
Tiresian." The Regent was pleased to learn that he had correctly anticipated the Sentinels'
destination. He had passed the word to all his lieutenants that their troops be placed on alert.
But it was captives he was after this tinme, not body counts, and no nention was to be made of his
supposed assassination. Wth captives in hand, he hoped to | earn whether or not Tesla had been
acting alone, or in |league with the rebels.

"A Tiresian you say."

"Yes, ny liege. We have himhere with us now " The Regent peered at the terror-stricken
face centered in the sphere's inage, and brought his hand to his snout in a gesture of
contenpl ation. "This one |ooks...famliar sonehow. "

"Well he should, Your Hi ghness," the master scientist said as Renis image de-rezzed. "W
subj ected the three Humans and the Tiresian to Garuda's atnosphere in an effort to extract the
data you requested."

"And?" the Regent replied anxiously. "Did you discover the |location of the Humans
homewor | d-this Earth!"

"No. However, we nmay have a clue as to the whereabouts of the matrix," the scientist was
quick to add. "My lord, allow us to screen for your pleasure the results of the Tiresian's
exposure."

The Regent scow ed at the sphere. "Do not bore me with details,

"You will find this anything but boring,"” the scientist told him

The Regent viewed the playback for a nonent, then staggered backward, collapsing into his
hi gh- backed throne. He sat agape, a defeated husband wat ching tapes of his wife...the seduction
the transgression, the cruel aftermath, all captured in graphic detail. That face, that face..

"How?" the Regent finally managed. "How is this possible? He is dead." O is he? the
Regent suddenly asked hinmsel f. Coul d he have been duped all these years into thinking Zor dead,
when in fact...No, he thought. Zor was dead. But what then was the origin of these inages? A
si mul agent, perhaps, like the very one he had created to take his place at the summt-

"W know Zor is dead," the scientist was saying. "But sonmehow his nmenory lives on in this
one-a clone, we suspect."

The Regent came bolt upright in the chair. "The matrix!"

"Precisely.™

"He nmust be sent to Optera at once!"”

The scientist inclined his head sone. "OF course, ny lord. But would it not be best to
take advantage of Garuda's proximty to Haydon IV? May | rem nd Your Hi ghness of the devices there
that are far superior-"

he cauti oned.

"Yes, yes. See that it is arranged. | will leave imediately," the Regent added, already
on his feet.

"There is one snall detail, however..."

"What ?"

"W have learned that the Regis is there."

"On Haydon |V?!"

"Yes, nmy lord. Should we wait until she | eaves before transporting the cl one?"

The Regent started to agree, but bit off his words. Wiy not |let her see the clone? he
asked hinmself. Why not | et her | ook once nore upon Zor's face, into his very thoughts and
recol l ections? He | aughed out loud. To be there, to see her face when the clone was presented..

“"No, you are not to wait," the Regent said shortly. "In fact, you are sinply to say that
you have a gift for her-a gift fromher |oving husband!"

"I need to see Tesla at once," Burak told Janice as he stepped fromthe shuttle's ranp
into the SDF-7's docking bay. Gnea and Max had ridden up with him but they were al ready rushing
off to neet with Wl ff and Vince G ant.

Jani ce thought she heard sonething akin to arrogance in the Perytonian's voice, but
decided to leave it unchall enged. "OF course, Burak," she said, nmotioning for himto foll ow her

They didn't speak for the duration of the long walk to the cargo hold that had becone
Tesla's quarters; but short of the closed hatch Burak stopped and said, "Al one." The Perytonian
posi tioned hinsel f between Janice and the hatch

"Sonet hing | should know?" she risked.

"“You should know that he doesn't |like you very much," Burak whi spered back nenaci ngly,
gesturing over one shoulder with his two-thunbed hand.
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Jani ce | aughed. "And we nake such an adorable couple. Is it nmy |ooks or ny personality?"

Burak contorted his denon face for her benefit.

"Keep doing that and your face is going to stay that way," she said, noving off.

Burak snorted and entered the hold, pulling snuggled Fruits fromhis uniformand casually
tossing themto Tesla, who was seated on an enornous crate.

"What's this all about?" the Invid asked peevishly, as one of the nutant Fruits bounced
of f his snout.

"I have good news," Burak announced, assuming a proud stance and allow ng Tesla to regard
hima nmoment. "You claimto be nore evol ved than the Regent. That neans the scientists would
recogni ze your greatness, does it not?"

Tesl a ducked his snout, |ooked around the hold like a felon, and notioned for Burak to
keep his voice down. "Yes, certainly," he said. "But what does this have to do w th anythi ng?"

Burak studied one of the Fruits. "Suppose | could arrange for an audience with the
scientists here?"

Tesla shot to his feet, horrified by the prospect. "You nust-"

"Hunter and a few of the others were captured," Burak quickly explained, gazing up at the

Invid. "I suggested that we exchange you for them That way-"

"You what ?"

"That way you'll be able to assert your right to the throne-just as you...wanted...Wat's
wr ong?"

Wearily, Tesla had reseated hinself. "You fool," he nmuttered, shaking his hands. "You' ve
just sealed ny fate.”

"B-but..."

"I't's too soon, Burak, too soon. The Regis will send ne to the pits." He glanced up. "The
next tinme you see Tesla he'll be a maggot."

Burak made a distressed sound, seeing his own dreans for Peryton go up in snoke; and just
then Janice, Vince Grant, Gnhea, and Lron burst into the hold. The amazon Praxi an had an arnmed
bl aster in her hands.

"Everybody ready?" Janice said brightly, |ooking back and forth between Burak and Tesl a.
Cautiously, Lron and Grant had nmoved in to shackle the Invid's wists and place a prisoner bib
around hi s neck.

"Al'l right, Invid, let's go," Ghea said, brandishing the weapon.

Lron gave Tesla a light shove.

Tesl a | ooked down and caught Janice's snile.

"Quess this is your lucky day," she told him

Jonat han Wl ff sat on the bridge of the cruiser with his feet up on one of the duty-
station consoles. He was alone for a change, Grant and npst of the crew having rushed off for the
ordnance bay. Well within reach, on the fl oor beside the command chair, was a bottle of Southl ands
brandy. It was al nbst enpty.

"To rescues," WIff said now, toasting Garuda through the forward viewport and lifting the
bottle to his lips. He gul ped down half an inch and shuddered.

The Hunters had gone and gotten thensel ves captured, along with Karen, Rem and that
Garudan- Kam . And Max or sonebody figured they could swap themfor Tesla, only WIff didn't put
much stock in it. O course he hadn't said that to themoh no, nustn't burst anyone's bubble, chin
up and all that ancient rot. But that was what he felt. The Invid would go back on their word,
maybe the Sentinels would go back on theirs, somebody woul d betray sonmebody else...he didn't need
to be there to see it all go down.

"So here's to betrayals," he said, and took another pull. "Mnnei, you...neanie."

Doubl ed over in laughter, WIff swung his I egs off the control panel. Yes, she was a
meanie all right, telling himto take a walk, falling in love with his eneny. "Earth's eneny,"

Wl ff enphasi zed. "Have to give the man his due." He drank again, staring blankly at the bottle
when he lowered it, rocking back and forth.

Wt hout warning, a tone sounded on the bridge and nearly sent himout of his skin. He
reached out for the comstud and slamred his fist down, missing it, but getting it on the third
try.

"Wl ff," he said.

"Asmall craft,”
Transport, maybe."

"Put it up," WIff said, swinging to a nonitor screen

"No can do, sir. Too far for visuals."

one of the new crewren reported. "Not nuch bigger than an Al pha.
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"I's it within range?"

"Just barely."

" Armed?"

"Negative, sir. But it launched fromthe sector where the Hunters are being held."

Wl ff contenplated the blip on the screen

"Let it go," he said. "The way things stand, what difference is one small ship going to
make?"

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Unli ke the Zentraedi, who had in a sense taught them everything they knew about warfare, the Invid
were not above the idea of taking hostages. The reason for this can be traced back to the chaotic
period following the defoliation of Optera by the Masters' newy created clone warriors. The
Regent was convinced that Zor had stolen the Flowers of Life nerely to offer themup in exchange
for the Regis herself. Enmulating the Tiresian then, the Regent had sent out his new army not to
kill, but to capture Zor, in the hopes of holding himhostage for the return of the Fl owers!

Bl oom Nesterflg, The Social Organization of the Invid

"I just think we should talk this over first, that's all," Tesla told the assenbl ed Sentinels,
Bioroid pilots, and assorted nenbers of Kami's tribe.

He coul d see that the Garudans weren't exactly thrilled to have an Invid in their m dst-
particularly the Invid who had supervi sed the Regent's specinmen mi ssion sonme tine ago-and he was
begi nning to wonder whether he would even nake it out of the village alive, let alone into one of
the farmhives. Still, he reasoned, if he could cone up with a better plan than the hostage
exchange the Sentinels seened to be favoring at the nonent, he might be able to save hinself from
either fate.

"After all," Tesla continued, undaunted, "it doesn't sound to ne |ike you have this thing
entirely worked out. The whens, the wheres, the hows...And for all | know, the Regent may have
given orders for me to be shot on sight."

This nmuch was true, and as a result the group | apsed into an uneasy silence. They coul dn't
sinply call the farm nor could they just waltz in waving the proverbial white flag. But this was
where Tesl a was supposed to supply answers; and instead he was suddenly acting as though he
couldn't bear to part conmpany with his captors. In private Janice had told everyone to expect as
much, al though she had been vague about the reasons.

"Then what the heck have we been keeping you around for all this tinme?" Jack shouted.
"You' re supposed to be our ace in the hole, not sone hunk of dead weight."

"Jack, I"'mhurt, I'mreally hurt," Tesla returned, trying to put enoti on behind the words.

The shuttle was back on the planet's surface now Vince G ant was still aboard the SDF-7
but al nost everyone el se with the exception of Teal had shuttled down. Jean's teamwas in the
process of erecting an atnmosphere-control |l ed geodesic nedical nmodule on the outskirts of the
village to house Rick and the others once they were freed. Veidt and Sarna had affirned that five
or even fifteen mnutes' exposure to Garuda's atnosphere wouldn't prove lethal; but at the sane
time the danger to Rick and the others was increasing with each noment they were kept from proper
treatment. Just what constituted "proper" treatnent had yet to be determ ned; and Veidt refused to
specul ate until the Humans were rescued and run through a battery of tests.

Burak was sorry he had opened his nmouth, but there was nothing he could do to change
things. Besides, Tesla was giving it his best shot and m ght yet convince the Sentinels to adopt a
di fferent course of action

"Let's hear it, if you've got a better plan," Mriya Sterling was sayi ng.

Tesl a put his hands behind his back and paced back and forth, the crown of his head inches
fromthe | onghouse rafters. The breathing gear the nmed group had fashioned for the Invid was a
jury-rigged affair of masks, tanks, and tubes, giving Tesla a decidedly el ephanti ne appearance.

"How s this?" he asked at last, swi nging around to face Jack, Cabell, the chief, and a few
others. "Divert attention away fromthe farmby initiating a raid-"
"W're one step ahead of you, Tesla," Max said, interrupting. "Infiltrate a small party at

the sane tine, and end up giving your troops nore hostages."

"It doesn't have to end that way," Tesla argued. "Not if I'mwth the commando team"

Jack grunted. "Wat do you know that Rick didn't know? W went in quiet as mice and they
nailed us.”

"I't was the mecha-your Hovercycl es-that gave you away. The farm s defenses can sense
Protoculture activity. So even though you got past the Inorganics..."
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Tesla left the sentence unfinished, pleased to see that the Sentinels were offering one
anot her surprised gl ances.

"No wonder they got the junmp on us," Jack remarked.

"What about weapons, Tesla?" Cabell thought to ask.

"Weapons, too," the Invid answered him

Max | ooked around the | onghouse. "Were does that | eave us?"

"Swords, crosshows, spears," Ghea said proudly.

Cabel I shook his head. "They're no use agai nst |norganics."

"Grenades, then," Learna chinmed in. "Rocket |aunchers-"

"And these,"” said the chief, as two of his tribesnmen dragged an odd-looking crate into the
hut .

I nside were a dozen Karbarran firearns not unlike Lron's own snall-bore. Each wooden and
metal -fitted rifle had a large gl obular fixture forward of the trigger guard and forestock |ever.
"W received many such crates during the final days of the Masters' enpire," the chief went on to
explain as Lron hefted one of the weapons.

"Yes," Lron said, "Karbarra was exporting rebellion then
"Until the Invid appeared.”

Max, too, was studying the Invid. "All right, Tesla," he said, coming to his feet. "We'l|
play this one your way. But all deals are off at the first sign of any nonkey business."

Tesl a regarded Max and the others through his hastily fashioned mask. "Now, why would |
want to do that when |I've had enough trouble just trying to act Human?"

He gl anced over at Tesl a.

This time the teamwas principally XT-Lron and Crysta, Ghea and Bela, with Learna as
gui de. That Jack woul d acconpany them had been taken for granted; and, after Tesla's plan had been
gi ven the okay, Janice signed on. The Praxians felt nore confortable with their one-handed
crossbows, shields, and shortswords than anything el se the Sentinels could offer in the way of
weaponry, and Gnea woul dn't part conpany with her spearlike naginata. But the others carried
Karbarran air rifles, satchels of conmand-detonated expl osives, conventional fragnmentation
grenades, and rocket |aunchers. Shortly after Garuda's midnight, the eight-nenber team was
inserted by Garudan flitters to within twenty miles of the crater, allowing themanple tinme to
reach the farmhive before sunrise

At the sanme tine, WIff and the Sterlings net back at the shuttle to coordinate plans for
their joint diversionary raid against two neighboring farns. It was decided that the Veritechs and
Hovert anks woul d comrence their strikes at sunrise, when the Garudan slaves would still be in the
canps.

"W're going to concentrate our fire against the orchards, here and here," Max briefed his
squadron later on, pointing to areas on the maps Learna had provi ded. The hives thensel ves-
processing plants really-were alnost certainly protected by energy shields |like the one the Invid
had thrown over Tiresia's Royal Hall during the battle for Tirol. But since the Sentinels' nmain
obj ective was to draw out the eneny mecha, Max saw no reason why targeting the precious Optera
tree plantations couldn't achieve the same result.

"Col onel Wl ff's tankers will position thenselves along this ridgeline and nove in after
you' ve conpl eted your initial runs. Then you're to pulverize that hive. If we dunp enough into
that shield we mght be able to punch through.” Simlar all-out bursts had worked agai nst the
Kar barran hives. Max scanned his small audi ence. "Any questions?" Wen all the headshaki ng was
over, he added, "All right then, let's saddle up."

Qut side the shuttle, he caught sight of Mriya, who had been off briefing the Skull's Red
contingent, and hurried over to her just as she was scanpering up into the Al pha's cockpit. She
had seened preoccupied during the nmeeting with Wl ff, and absent even now when he asked her if
everything was all right.

"Yeah, fine," she said, offering hima weak smle beneath her transpirator

“You don't | ook fine," he told her, touching her hair. "Maybe you should sit this one
out." She laughed at the suggestion, nore out of surprise, he suspected, than anything else. A
former Quadrono sit out a fight?

"Max, I'mjust a little tired." She donned the thinking cap, clinbed the notch | adder, and
settled herself in the cockpit seat. "Now wi pe that concerned | ook off your face," she told him
before | oweri ng the canopy.

He forced a snmile her way, readjusted his mask, and ran to his own nmecha. In five mnutes
bot h squadron teans were up, tearing through Garuda's crinson predawn skies.

The farnms they had chosen to hit were sonme fifty miles southwest of the crater farm
surrounded by extensive forests of Optera trees, which from Max's point of view resenbl ed outsized
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nmel on patches; the hive itself was a freeze-frane shot of a hydrogen bonb's first-stage canopy.

He took hold of the stick and ordered the Skull to follow himin, |oosing a dozen napal m
torpedoes fromthe Al pha's undercarriage pylons at treetop-level. Angry plunmes of liquid fire
f ount ai ned above the ground fog behind himas the VI went ballistic; Max turned to | ook over his
shoul der as the rest of the squadron dove in for their runs, each explosion spreadi ng doll ops of
burning stuff fromtree to tree. Skull One rolled over and went in again, incinerating a patch of
forest west of the hive now, while Mriya's team gave the east quadrant hell. Then all at once
there were Invid Shock Troopers in the air, rising out of the Ieaping flanmes and bl ack snoke |ike
a swarm of angry hornets.

"We've got conpany, Skull Leader," one of Max's wingnen reported. "Miltiple signals at
ei ght o' clock."

Max turned his attention fromthe ascendi ng mecha and twi sted around to his right: twenty
or nmore Pincer Ships were approaching fromthe direction of the crater farm

"Coming around to zero one zero," Max said into the tac net. "Help nme engage, Bl ue
Danube. "

"On ny way, Skull One. Rolling out..."

Max went for missile lock on the | ead Pincer and thunbed off two heat-seekers; they found
the ship as it clinbed, quartering it and a second Pincer in the process. But the Invid were
answering the challenge, and Max was forced to break high and right as streans of annihilation
di sks screaned into the pocket he had vacated. H s wi ngmen split and boostered out in the nick of
time, chased by clusters of Shock Troopers fromthe Invid s counteroffensive group

Max i maged the Al pha over to Battloid node at the top of his clinb, targeting data
scrolling across his display screens now, and the net a tangle of requests and nad shrieks. A hai
of missiles tore fromthe VI's open shoul der racks and dropped into the midst of the Invid pursuit
group, w ping out five of their nunber. Max went to guns with the remaining two, hands clenching
the HOTAS, trapshooting the Invid with the Alpha' s rifle/cannon as they streaked by him

El sewhere in the field, Mriya's teamwas holding its own agai nst the mecha born in that
inferno below. Half the trees were on fire now, thick snoke roiling in Garuda's dawn, while Humans
and I nvid exchanged sal vos of death. Battl oids and Troopers grappled gauntlet to claw.

"Quess we succeeded in getting their attention," Max said to no one in particular. He
chinned Mriya's frequency and asked for an update; he repeated the request when she didn't
respond, then reconfigured his ship and dropped down to have a | ook for hinself.

Mriya had gone to Battloid and was executing her own version of a Fokker Feint when Max
caught up with her. There were four Shock Troopers hovering around her necha, pulling sting-and-
runs. He smled as he watched her ace one of themw th the autocannon; but that | ook coll apsed
when he realized how sl ow she was to react to follow up energy Frisbees delivered by the remai nder
of the group. Max was cl ose enough now to throw hinmself into the fight; but the sight of her
sl oppi ness had | eft hi mshaken, and he al nost got hinself dusted.

"Mriya, what's wong?" he said when the last of the four had been dispatched. "Mriyal"

"I...don"t know, Max," she answered himafter a nmonment. "Dizzy spell."

"I want you to return to base.”

Mriya's face cane up on Skull One's commo screen. "I'Il be all right. It's better now. "

"Forget it-"

"Max!" Wl ff's voi ce suddenly boomed through the net. "We've got troubles! |norganics-
hundreds of them"

Max | ooked away from Mriya' s i mage and chinned the comfreak. "Your Pack should be able
to handl e those things, WIff," he said.

"I't's not us they're after, Commander," Wl ff said, just as gruffly. "The sons of bitches
have turned them | oose on the canp-they're attacking the Garudans!"

A short distance fromthe besieged orchard, WIff's Hovertank teamwas well into the
forests surrounding the second farm Fromthe ridgeline above the done-shaped hive, where the Pack
had been Guardi an-configured, Wl ff had been able to observe the Skull's fiery treetop passes. He
had then given the order for his tankers to open fire. They hadn't |obbed five mnutes' worth of
projectiles into the forest when the first wave of Inorgani cs had appeared-Hellcats, gall oping
across Garuda's tundra and headi ng straight for the ridge. They were followed a mnute |ater by
ranks of the bi pedal denonic-|ooking Robo-trolls known as Cranns and COdeons.

Wl ff had hated the things ever since he went up against themon Tirol, and had been
| ooki ng forward to engaging themanything to get Mnnei off his mind for a while, to keep his hand
fromreaching out for a bottle...So he had ordered the Pack over to standard node and | ed the
charge down the rocky slope, only to find that the Inorganics had changed course. And it had only
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taken a nonent to figure out the reason behind the tactic: the Invid were planning to use the
Garudans as the Sentinels had the Invid's life-giving trees-for diversion. The XT | abor force was
strung out for nore than a mle along a sparsely wooded hill side guarded by a conpany of armed and
weapon-wi el ding Invid soldiers. It was then that Wl ff had opened the net to Max.

The Skull fighters were overhead now, Wbl ff could see themthrough breaks in the trees
clustered, billiard-ball canopies. Shock Troopers and Pincer Ships were right on their tails.

Wl ff's Hovertanks broke out of the forest a noment after Skull One Touched down; the
Al pha was in Guardian node, with the rifle/cannon gripped in one gauntlet, stanmrering its harsh
greeting to the Hellcats. Dozens of |norganics burst apart as arnor-piercing rounds ripped into
the pack, but five tinmes that nunber nmade it through the VI's still-formng |ine, bounding over
the mecha and continuing their nad rush for the Garudans. Aware of the situation now, the hel pl ess
sl aves had broken ranks and were attenpting to flee; nost of themwere cut down instantly by
bursts fromthe soldiers' forearmguns, while others fell to the first wave of Inorganics, torn
apart by Hellcats or roasted by bolts fromthe Cranns' orifice-di npl ed weapons spheres.

Wl ff ordered the Pack to spread out and forma second line; the Hovertanks reconfigured
and began to fire at will, decimting nmuch of the second sortie wave, but suddenly forced to deal
with the Shock Troopers as well. Annihilation disks storned into the tankers' nmidst, tearing up
the land and overturning two of the necha. Wl ff could see that menbers of Max's blue team were
going over to Battloid and repositioning thenmsel ves opposite the Pack to formthe second leg of a
V formation. Wl ff called for a cannonade as the I norganics rushed into the notch. Pounded with
expl osi ve rounds the tundra shook and bell owed; the ridge trapped the concussive sounds and hurl ed
them back, as Inorgani cs and Shock Troopers alike were reduced to gobs of white-hot netal, geysers
of fire in the already superheated air.

Mriya's Red teamcame in just then to add their deafening novenment to the score. Pincer
Shi ps and VTs went face-to-face, hamrering away at one another, while missiles and projectiles
corkscrewed through the firestorm and snoke.

Wl ff told his Bteamto hold their ground; at the sane tine he and the other A tankers
battled their way over scorched terrain and through flam ng stands of trees toward the Garudans
march of death. Prevented from ascending the hillside by rows of Invid soldiers and vul nerable
bel ow to the Inorganics' unchecked advance, the vul pi ne XTs were being slaughtered. Wl ff thought
he could hear their wailing clear through the tank's canopy and the tac net's cacophony of calls.

The Pack couldn't fire for fear of killing even nore of them so instead Wl ff |led the tankers on
a flat-out collision course straight to where the |Inorganics had beconme bunched up at the base of
the hill. The tanks smashed their way into the thick of the slaughter, down-swept deflection bows

cutting Cranns and Qdeons in half. Hellcats | eaped on the hovering mecha, only to be blasted to
sm thereens by in-close guns, or crushed by hand when sone of the Pack reconfigured to Battloid
node.

Meanwhi l e, at the edge of the forest Max's VT teans were getting the upper hand. Pincer
and Shock Trooper ships were falling out of the sky |like ducks on a bad day at the marsh. Mriya's
Reds accounted for nost of those kills; WIff could just discern themoverhead, flying circles
around the eneny pilots. He caught sight of one VT in particular as it was conpleting sone sort of
aerial pirouette that had left three Pincers in ruin; he was thinking that it must have been
Mriya's, until he saw the VT sustain a shot any cadet could have dodged. Wl ff watched it plunmret
toward a ravaged area of woodl and.

"That's the place they got junped," Jack said, pointing out a damaged row of Qptera trees
at the bottom of the slope. The hul ks of the three Scout ships had been renoved, but there was
evi dence of the fires the explosions had touched off. "Then they were dragged into the hive." Jack
handed bi noculars up to Lron, once again indicating the direction. "You can just make out the
entrance or whatever it is."

Tesla gave himthe Invid word for the portal, munbling sonething Jack found
unintel ligible.

"Like | said: whatever it is."

Careful not to disturb his transpirator, Lron took a | ook through the arnored gl asses and
passed them along to Crysta. She was upping the intensity sone, when Learna's trill-1like signa
reached them from sonmewhere in the trees. A nonent |ater, the Garudan appeared at the base of the
sl ope, notioning the team down. Gnhea and Bel a were crouched behind her, masked and vigil ant,
| ooki ng nore than ever like barbaric gladiators lifted from sone Roman arena. Jack tapped Janice
on the shoul der and got everyone under way.

They had reached the crater well before dawn, wi thout incident despite the presence of
stepped-up |l norganic patrol teans. Not just Hellcats, but Cranns and Odeons-bizarre enough
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creatures by daylight, and positively frightening in the predawn ground fog. Even these hadn't
deterred the free Garudans fromputting in an appearance, though; only this tine it was nore than
curiosity that notivated them nany had armed thensel ves with Karbarran air rifles, hoisting them
in a display of support as the team passed. Just before sunrise at the crater rim Jack had seen
flashes of explosive light in the southwestern skies, rolls of distant thunder-the Skull's bonbing
run agai nst the neighboring farm Shortly thereafter, scores of Shock Troopers had risen fromthe
basin and fl own toward the sound of the guns.

"Any activity?" Jack asked when he reached the base of the sl ope.

"Not hing so far," Learna told him "W went as far as the hive."

Jack turned to Tesla. "Wat do you think?" he said angrily. He had no patience left for
the Invid s nalingering. Keeping Tesla concealed on the trail had led to nore than a few hairy
monents; and on the slope he had behaved less |ike a sentient creature than an out-of-contro
boul der. But now the tinme had conme for Tesla to earn his keep. "Wat's their routine?"

Tesl a gl anced at what could be seen of the hive through the trees. "Difficult to say, what
with all the activity you' ve stirred up. Nornmally, the slaves would be arriving any mnute now. "
Tesl a | ooked up at one of the trees' vine-encrusted gl obe canopies. "Pity, too," he nused. "Al
this ripe fruit going to waste."

Jack brandi shed a | ong-bl aded dirk as Tesla reached out to pluck a particularly succul ent-
| ooki ng piece. "You haven't earned it yet, Tesla. Besides, you don't really want to take off the
mask, do you?"

Tesla thought it over. There was no reason he couldn't Iift the mask for the tinme it would
take to gobbl e down sone fruit; but he decided not to bother arguing the point. So he sinply |eft
the fruit to rot Instead of adding it to the sanples he had already stuffed into the pockets of
hi s robes.

"No, | suppose not," he said after a nonent.

Jack ordered himto take the point; and in ten mnutes the teamarrived at the hive's
entrance. It was faintly lit, a half-noon-shaped tunnel twenty-five-feet high and conposed of what
| ooked like solidified sea foam There seemed to be a slight shimering to the air inside, but
this ceased when Tesla identified hinself to the scanner. A voiceprint, Jack thought, but he
couldn't be sure.

The tunnel was deadly hot, evil-snelling even through the nasks' filters, and rem nded
Jack of fiber-optic vids he had seen of the human body's arterial system It terminated in a
rotunda, whose enornity and crepuscular illum nation Jack found disorienting. Dozens of corridors
enptied into the area, |ike detonator horns on an ol d-fashi oned naval m ne

"W can dispense with these contraptions,” Tesla was saying, pulling the transpirator from
his snout. He took a deep breath and sniled at everyone. Jack could see that he was taking obvious
delight in their anazenent.

"This is our foyer," Tesla said, with an el aborate wave of his arm

Jack checked the display on the biosensor Jean had strapped on his wist. Satisfied, he
slipped the filtration nmask fromhis nouth, deternmined to keep a straight face. Still wary, he
sniffed at the air, found it slightly dank but breathable, and gave the all-clear for the others
to follow his exanple. "Wich way?" he demanded, |leading with his chin

Tesla pointed to the circular shaft directly overhead. "There." Wth a theatrical gesture,
he notioned the teamto gather round him No sooner had they done so than they found thensel ves
i mpri soned by sone sort of tractor beamthat was lifting themen masse toward the overhead shaft.
Gnea brought the tip of her lance to the ribbed underside of Tesla's neck.

"No," he told her, up on tiptoes to ease the contact. "You have it all wong. This is
sinmply our...elevator system"

Jack and Jani ce were down in a conbat crouch, weapons drawn, searching the beans
transl ucent circunference for any sign of danger. Lron, Crysta, Bela, and Kami were sinmlarly
postured, Karbarran air rifles at high port, crossbows arned. Tesla continued to protest for the
duration of the thirty-second ascent into the dome's upper reaches.

Slowmy, the tractor field began to de-rezz.

Jack had rel axed sone by the tine the beam shut down; then all at once he saw four Invid
sentries swinging around to face them forearm cannons rai sed.

Max had seen Mriya's Al pha go down. He had his own VT in Battloid node now, and was
running it toward the crash site through a section of burning forest. Two of his team were dead;
at least that many of Mriya's had died as well. He wasn't sure how Wl ff was doi ng, but he had
seen nore than one Hovertank overturned by Shock Trooper anni disks. Max didn't even want to think
about the Garudan sl aves. And suddenly there was Mriya to worry about.
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The mecha's scanners caught sight of sonething up ahead, and Max called for increased
intensity, studying the biosensor data displays. A mnute |later he had visuals. It was Mriya's
Red Al pha alright, in | opsided Guardian configuration, radonme tipped to the ground-a wounded bi rd.

Then Max spotted the Hellcats-four of them attacking the VI's canopy with a frenzy,
battering it with dowward bl ows of their arnored heads. He could see that one Inorganic had
managed to get a claw inside, and was waving it around, presumably hoping to slice Mriya to
shreds. The four turned at the same noment to show Max their gl eaning fangs and sword- edged
shoul der horns; two hunt-mates | eaped for the VT straightaway, but he already had the rifl e/ cannon
| ocked on them They cane apart in mdair like clay pigeons. Max holed a third where it stood
glaring at him and now the final 'Cat snatched its paw fromthe punctured canopy, reared up, and
came at him Max tried to sidestep the Battloid when the Hellcat junped, but his timng was off;
the Inorganic latched on to the nmecha's ablative head shields and began to ramits snout agai nst
the permapl as visor. Reflexively, Max pressed hinmself back into the cockpit seat; he had a | arger-
than-life view of the crazed thing' s snapping nouth and false gullet. The 'Cat was snarling,
trying desperately to slice open the Battloid' s belly with the churning notion of its razor-sharp
hind claws. Max shut down the external pickups and arned the head | asers. The angle was al nost too
oblique, but the Hellcat's back was heaving in and out of the targeting brackets and Max thought
he mi ght have a chance. He raised the Battloid' s left arm gripped the 'Cat around the waist, and
tugged it into the lasers' field. Then he triggered the in-close guns. The Inorganic brought its
head up as the light beans seared into its backside; it took Max's follow up pul se right through
the eyes and dropped to the ground, |ifeless.

Max stonped the thing twi ce. He i maged over to Guardi an node and pulled his mask tight as
he popped the nedia's canopy. Mriya had yet to show herself. Scanpering up along the Red's
downswept wing, he peered into the shattered cockpit and began to funble with the manual -rel ease
| evers.

"Mriyal"

He call ed her nane tw ce nore before he succeeded in springing the ship's protective
blister. She appeared unharned, but unconscious. Mre troubling, however, was the fact that the
Hel I cat had ripped off her mask; she had been breathing Garuda's atnosphere for a dangerously |ong
tine.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Several commentators have felt conpelled to point out that Jonathan's Wl ff's "slip" [sic: see
M zner's Rakes and Rogues; The True Story of the SDF-3 Expeditionary M ssion] was perhaps the

pi votal event of the Third Robotech War. The reasoni ng goes sonething like this: If WIff had
fired on the Invid ship, Remwoul d never had reached Haydon |1V, and w thout Rem the Regis would
not have been as likely to instruct her Sensor Nebulae to search the Galaxy's outernost arns for
evi dence of the matrix, and would not, therefore, have found Earth until years after the
Expediti onary nission returned. The reader nust decide for himor herself whether anything is to
be gai ned by such specul ation; but |I would point out that [M zner's] reasoning can be made to
apply in both directions. It is as easy to blame Lynn-Mnnei as it is Jonathan Wl ff.

Footnote in Zens Bellow s The Road to Reflex Point

An Invid ship, a small shuttle, had docked at Haydon IV s spaceport facility. The Regis had been
told that it was from Garuda-and bearing gifts.

She was in her tenporary headquarters high atop one of the city's ultratech architectural
wonders when news of the ship's arrival was delivered to her. Qut of reach, she liked to think
di stanced fromthe cold, unsettling presence of the planet's arm ess, hovering creatures, the
di spl aced and still discontent Praxian Sisterhood, her own disconforting discoveries...And out of
the Regent's reach, his dark schenmes and mad pl ans.

But if anything, Haydon IV had only conpounded the misery she had carried here from Qptera
and Praxis. She felt at the nmercy of a confused |onging she could not define; a need to break free
of this horizonless condition

She supposed that she shoul d have been grateful that Haydon IV s inhabitants hadn't in any
way trifled with her or denied her anything; but neither had they accepted her as the evol ved
bei ng she fancied herself to be. It was nore accurate to say they had tol erated her presence-as if
they were all privy to sone grand arcane nystery she couldn't even discern, much | ess unravel. And
furthernore she sensed that this had sonmething to do with the world's equally nysterious
founder/ creat or- Haydon. The dat abanks she had searched for answers to her own evol utionary puzzles
gave sone glinpse into his life, but hardly enough to forma conplete portrait of the being. And

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2015%20-%20Death%20Dance.txt (54 of 70) [5/21/03 2:36:27 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2015%20-%20Death%20Dance.txt

she confessed to a certain trepidation at expanding her efforts along these lines. A ready the
very foundation of her own life's work had been shaken by what she had uncovered in Haydon's
transphysi cal nusings, and all at once she felt too unsure of herself and her anmbitions to permt
much nore in the way of contradiction. There were hints, though, that she was not, as she had

i magi ned, in control of things; that the theft of the Flowers, the Invid s quest, even Zor's

m sdeeds, were but part of a nuch grander design-one in which she, too, did little nore than play
out a role. And that role...that role denanded she accept that what she sought was not the Flowers
of Life, but the stuff that had been conjured fromthem by Zor hinself-the Protoculture

As she saw it-as she wanted to see it-Protoculture was a malicious energy, a malignhancy
that did nothing but fuel the war nmachine of the Masters and her del uded ex-husband. To see it as
nmore woul d be to adnmt she had been wong after all, that the Regent's course was the truer one,

t he predestined one.

And suddenly he had sent her sone sort of gift.

She was pacing the floor |like a caged beast now, waiting for the unsolicited thing to be
brought up to her. Finally, two of her husband's "scientists" were adnitted to her quarters; she
recogni zed one of themas a nmaster she had herself evolved for the express purpose of overseeing
Fl ower gathering on Garuda-another of the cursed worlds Zor had for sone reason seen fit to
cultivate.

"Your Grace," the scientist directed up to her, bowi ng. "The Regent regrets that he could
not be here in person to bestow his gift."

The Regis made a scoffing sound. "If he had come in person, | wouldn't be here to receive
him Now, have the thing brought in and take your |eave, underling.”

"OfF course, Your Worship," the scientist said, bowing once nore. "Only it is not so nmuch a
"thing'..."

"What then?" she asked him arms akinbo.

“"More in the way of a live presentation-but one that will surely prove nost enlightening."
The scientist shouted a few quick commands over his shoulder, and two Invid soldiers marched into
the room Sandw ched between themwas a snmall Tiresioid nmale, narcotized, so it appeared.

Puzzl ed, the Regis reduced her stature sone to get a better look at him One of the
soldiers tilted the Tiresioid' s face up for her inspection

It was Zor.

A tight screamworked its way up fromthe very depths of her being, and she cane close to
| osi ng consciousness, falling back fromthe soldiers and their terrible trophy and crashing
agai nst a communi cat or sphere.

"A clone, Your Grace, a clone!"” the scientist was shouting, aware of the Regis's distress.
"W neant you no ill."

"How dare you!" she bellowed, frightfully enough to send both soldiers and scientists to
their knees, and Remface-first to the floor.

"We subjected the clone to the Garudan at mosphere and di scovered that his dreanms spoke of
things we were certain you would find-"

"Silence!" the Regis said, cutting off the scientist's rush of words. "I know what you
t hought," she added, nore conposed now. "And | know what the Regent meant by sendi ng ne
this...clone. On your feet!"

Hesitantly, the four Invid did as instructed, |eaving Remwhere he lay. "Your H ghness,"
the master scientist began on a sheepish note, "Haydon |IV's devices will pernmit us to gaze even
deeper into the clone's cellular nenory. Perhaps sone clue regarding the Masters or the m ssing
Protocul ture matrix..."

"Yes," she answered him | ooking down at Rem as he groaned and rolled over. It took al
her strength to keep fromreaching out to touch him Wuld he renenber her? she wondered. Wul d
the clone's cellular nmenory reveal what Zor had been thinking when he seduced her, when he
returned to Optera for the seedlings, backed by an armnmy of warrior giants? Wuld that sane nenory
reveal the path the matri x had taken, the course she would foll ow?..."Conduct your experinents,"”
she told the relieved group. "Show nme the future of our race!"

Jonat han Wl ff was beyond believing in mracles, but he was hard-pressed for a better word
to describe the sight of several hundred Garudans charging onto the scene to rescue their ensl aved
brethren. They were cresting the hilltop nowarnmed with everything fromwar clubs and bol os and
grapnel -shaped things to Karbarran air weapons and anti necha rockets-and droppi ng down on the
Invid soldiers who were keeping the slaves hemred in. A dozen or so Bioroids on Hoverplatforns
were providing themwith air support, enploying their stem nmounted cannons to rain destruction on
Hel I cats and Cranns alike.
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Count | ess defensel ess Garudans had been killed in the Inorganics' genocidal attack, but
that didn't stop the survivors fromrallying once they realized that their world had comritted
itself to an all-or-nothing stand. They rushed the Invid |ines, which were already strained to the
breaki ng point, and fell upon the offworlders with a violence only blind fury could release. It
took five, ten, often fifteen Garudans to bring down a single arnored sol dier, but one by one the
eneny fell. Sonme were punmel ed to death, others disintegrated by their own weapons, and stil
others were stripped of their masks and respirator tanks and left to run anok, crazed |ong before
the spores could work their effect-crazed by the naked fear of that end.

Spurred on by this reversal, the Wl ff Pack and Skull Squadron pulled out all the stops.
Until this nonent, concern for the well-being of Rick and their other captured conrades had to
sonme extent weakened their resolve; and it took the Garudans' desperate charge to make t hem
remenber what the fight for liberation was all about. Re-inspired, VT pilots and Hovertankers | et
| oose their own shadow sel ves, and swept |ike avengi ng angels through ruptured sky and forests
i nfernal . Shock Troopers, soldiers, Optera trees, the farns thensel ves-nothing was to be spared
their wath.

Wth total abandon, Wl ff urged his necha deeper and deeper into the madness, destroying,
crippling, killing. For one instant he rejoiced at hearing Mriya Sterling's voice over the tac
net -she was presently riding tandemin Max's Al pha/Beta fighter-but that was no nore than a
fleeting rem nder of a past life. He considered hinself one of the dead now, in no world' s hel
but his owmn. And fromthat hollow center cane a nmurderous intent that knew no bounds. He coul d
only hope that some of the Sentinels would live to see victory that day.

"Behi nd you!" Jani ce shout ed.

But Jack had al ready seen them and was hal fway through his turn, the rocket |auncher atop
his shoulder. Three Invid soldiers were advancing up the corridor, their forearm cannons boom ng
Jack triggered his shot and caught one of the XTs dead center. The expl osion was enough to drop
the other two, but only nonentarily; they were back on their feet in an instant, resunming their
advance while Jack reached for the grenades clipped to his web belt.

"W've got theml " he heard Lron, or possibly Crysta, grow . The Karbarrans were positioned
on either side of the corridor termnus, grenades in their outstretched nmtts. "Now" Lron said,
and the two pivoted and rel eased.

Jack flattened hinsel f against the floor and covered his head; the roar and concussive
heat washed over himand he rolled to one side, running through a quick check of everyone's
position. Janice was behind him kneeling over the quivering nmass that was Tesla; Giea and Bel a
were off to the right, along a section of curved, featureless wall just short of a second corridor
term nus. Learna was opposite them near the tubestand and sphere arrangenent Tesla had called a
communi cator. The four Invid soldiers who had greeted themafter the "elevator” ride were spraw ed
on the floor, dead; two with arrows sunk inches deep into their thick necks. Close by two nore
were dead or dying, dropped by high-speed projectiles fromthe Karbarrans' air rifles.

"CGet himup!" Jack yelled, scranbling to his feet and notioning to Tesla. "Gnea, Bela,
check that corridor!"

The Praxi an worren had crossbows and swords held | ow as they noved in; Crysta cane up
behind themwith her rifles ready to mete out additional force. Tesla was up now and dusting off
hi s robes.

"Barbarians," he said, |ooking around at the dead sol diers.

"Save it," Jack spat, giving hima nudge in the gut with the |auncher

Tesl a | ooked down his snout at the Human. For small and prinitive beings, he decided, they
wer e possessed of an incredible ferocity at tinmes. And while this in itself was not uncomon, it
was conpletely at variance with the synpathetic, caring traits they were so fond of displaying.

Tesl a, Jack, Janice, and Learna were nearing the comuni cator sphere when sonething
suddenly charged the air-a resonant, bone-rattling humthat carried a peculiar odor with it.

"An alert," Tesla announced, fingers on the sphere's activation controls. "Seens you've
succeeded in calling attention to yourselves."

"Anyt hi ng?" Jack called out to Gnea. She shook her head, then offered hima perpl exed

shrug.

"Ahh, there's the reason they're |eaving us alone..."

Jack turned around in tinme to see an image cone to life in the heart of the sphere. It
took a nmonent to nake sense of the scene, and Learna was the first to gasp

"Looks as though we've a rebellion on our hands," Tesla ventured.

The sphere showed a virtual army of Garudans pouring into the basin. Invid soldiers were
but chering them from dug-in positions close to the base of the hive. The Optera tree forest was
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abl aze, giving the crater the | ook of a devil's caul dron.

"It's suicide!"

Jani ce put her arm around Learna's soft shoul ders.

"Then let's make it count for sonething," Jack said in a determ ned voice. He nudged Tesl a
into notion again, and the Invid began to | ead them al ong one of the corridors. Shortly they were
standi ng before a shinmmering portal simlar to the one at the hive entrance. Once again, Tesla's
hand or voice "unl ocked" the portal, and the team found thenselves in a kind of control center
filled with "furniture"-strangely contoured chairs and fairly conventional tables and countertops-
war dr obe cl osets, instrunentality columms, comuni cator spheres of various size and design, and
what | ooked to be Tiresian Robotech devices.

The team fanned out to search the space and Lron namde an inportant discovery behind one of
the long counters: two cowering white-robed Invid scientists.

The Karbarran pulled themup by their necks and shoved themtoward the center of the room

"Tesl a!" one of them seethed, followi ng up with what Jack i magined to be a few choice
Invid epithets. Janice translated: "He called Tesla a traitor. Said it was true what they'd heard
about him"

"Meani ng what ?" Jack asked.

"Why, ny | eading you here," Tesla said too quickly.

"Where is Kam ?" Learna demanded.

Tesla put the question to them then grunted when the scientists had replied. "They refuse
to say."

Jack grabbed Crysta's rifle and held it to the head of one of the scientists. "Ask him
again."

Tesla listened to the reply and shook his head.

"All right then-"

"Hold it a monent, Jack," Bela interrupted. "Perhaps they crave a lungful of Garuda's
fresh air..."

Tesla told the two what the Sentinels had in store for them even Jack could see their
snout sensors blanch at the prospect. No one really needed the translation

"They' ve changed their ninds," Tesla announced with a snort of disapproval

And with that the scientists began to lead the Sentinels on a circuitous tour through the
dome, descendi ng always, via tractor tubes and spiral drops where there should have been stairs,
past conveyor systens and vat after vat of Fruits or pulverized stemand Flower, in and out of
corridors and roons, conmp stations and rotundas, all recently vacated by sol diers and worker
drones who had ceased their tasks to protect the farm Wthin mnutes of |eaving the contro
center Jack felt conpletely lost; he had no idea where they were in relation to the hive entrance,
and began to wonder whether the scientists were |leading theminto a trap. But his concern faded by
the tine they reached what he guessed to be the | owest, perhaps underground |evel; they had passed
nunerous pl aces where anbushes coul d have been sprung, but not a single soldier had been seen.
Then at | ast they reached the end of the line-or so it seened until one of the scientists actually
wal ked the group right through a wall. The chanber beyond was a ki nd of nenbranous sac, veined and
pul sating |ike sonething one might find in an unhealthy lung, and there, heaped together in the
center of the floor, were Rick, Lisa, Karen, and Kanmi.

Fearing the worst, Jack hung back while everyone else ran to themeveryone but Janice, who
positioned herself near the sac's osnotic gate where she could keep an eye on Tesla. Learna
i medi ately slipped a transpirator over Kam's nuzzle and hugged himto herself for all it was
worth. Kam stirred sone after a nonent, but the three Humans were another natter; sickly pale and
di shevel ed, they languished in a deathlike stupor, whinpering every so often

"...subjected themto the atnosphere, then perforned sone sort of nind-probe experinments,"”
Jani ce coul d hear Tesla translating.

Janice saw the two scientists take a step back as Jack and the others swung around to
them She pretended to preoccupy herself studying the chanmber's portal, furnishing Tesla with a
bit of illusory breathing space. At the sane tinme, she sharpened her eyes and ears in his
direction.

"Don't worry about a thing," Tesla was telling his conrades in a | ow but reassuring tone
"Now that the Regent has been...killed, Tesla will rule in his place. | will make peace with these
bei ngs and-"

"Tesla, what are you sayi ng?" one of the Invid cut himoff. "The Regent killed? W just
spoke with him In fact, it was he who told us to expect you."

"What ?" You spoke...But, but what you said, what you said about it being true-"

"Yes," the other scientist sneered. "That you had taken up the Sentinels' fight, and that
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we shoul d beware your treachery!"

"No!" Tesla said too loudly. He caught hinmself and risked a glance at Janice, but she kept
her eyes averted from him

Jack, Gnea, and Lron were stormng up to himwhen he swng back around. Lron took hold of
each of the scientists by the fronts of their robes.

"Ask them what they did with Rem" Jack barked.

Tesl a peered over at the rescued group, noticing for the first tine the Tiresian was not
anong them Absently, he put the question to the two he had hoped were to be his first subjects,
still stunned by what they had told him The Regent alive? How could it be?

"Wel | ?" Jack shouted. "What's he sayi ng?"

Tesla waited for the scientist to repeat it, nodding as he listened. "Remis Tiresian. His
dreans were | ess, shall we say, comonplace. So he was sent el sewhere for further tests."

"Wher e?" Jani ce asked, wal king over to him

Tesla listened for a monent. "To Haydon IV. In fact, the Regent hinself is on his way-"
Tesl a eyes went wi de and the words caught in his throat.

"Go on..."

He swal | owed and found his voice-raspy as it was, all at once. "The Regent is on his way
to Haydon IV as we speak."

"Then that's where we're bound,"” Bela said evenly, her eyes narrowed to slits.

Tesl a gul ped, |oud enough for everyone to hear

"W've got to get themto Jean's nmed team " Learna announced, still holding on to her

Bela lifted Lisa fromthe floor. "W have no tine to | ose."”
Lron and Crysta noved in to take hold of Rick and Karen

Max and Mriya received Cabell's good news/bad news update over the comnet: Rick and the
others had been rescued, but they were still under the effects of the planet's m crobe-Iaden
at nosphere and delirious with fever. Mreover, the nission had gone snmoothly with no casualties
anong the team but Rem was no | onger on Garuda. Jack's teamwas out of the crater hive now and
awai ting extraction; Jean clainmed that Rick, Lisa, and Karen were too weak to endure the trip back
to the med group's tenmporary hq by Hovercycle or Garudan flitter

Max signed off and inmediately raised two of his wi ngnmen on the tac, ordering themto
rendezvous with Skull One at the crater hive. Reconfiguring the nedia to Guardi an node, he inmged
the Alpha into a vertical takeoff and set his course northeast for the basin. As the VT rose, Max
had a full view of the forests and steppes the Skull and Wl ff Pack had turned to wastel and. Not
since the battle on Karbarra had he seen so nuch death, such extensive destruction. The done-
shaped hive was in ruins, collapsed and in flames; the Optera tree forests, along with patches of
grassl and and evergreen, were burning out of control. The terrain was ravaged beyond beli ef -
pockmar ked, holed, cratered, littered with |egless or pincerless Invid necha, bits of Hovertank
and Veritech, Bioroid and Inorganic. An entire hillside was covered base to summit with Hell cat
husks and Invid and Garudan corpses. Hundreds, perhaps thousands had died. And from what Max was
hearing over the net, the same scene had played at each and every Invid farmand installation
t hroughout the planet's equatorial belt. But Garuda had freed itself fromthe of fworlders' yoke.

Good news. .. bad news.

Max said as nmuch to Mriya as the VT covered the fifty or so mles to the crater. She was
still in the Beta nbdule and apparently all right, in spite of her ordeal. Max was cautiously
optimstic; he had yet to quiz her about how her fighter had been brought down in the first place.

The crater hive was for the nost part intact, but Max didn't expect it to last nuch
I onger. Fires encroaching on it fromall sides. Skull One dropped out of the snoke and cl ouds onto
a battleground nuch like the one they had just left, dead and wounded strewn across the field, a
pal pabl e commingling of triunph and | oss. Those Invid who had survived were seeing the Garudan's
barbaric side; but Max didn't suppose he could fault Kanmi's people for the day's bl oody afternath,
this requisite catharsis.

Masked agai n, Jack, Gnea, and Bela directed Max and his wingnen in, and got Rick and the
others into the VIs as fast as they could. Lron, Crysta, and Janice were keeping Tesla and a few
Invid scientists under guard inside the hive-protected fromthe Garudans' bl oodlust for the tine
being. Kam, still weak but anbul atory now, was off somewhere sharing the bittersweet taste of
victory with Learna and their fellow warriors. Mpping up, Max ventured, nuch as the Wl ff Pack
was doing in other quarters.

Max caught a brief glinpse of Rick as he was being lifted into the cargo space of Blue
Danube's Beta nodul e. The transpirator prevented Max from being able to see his friend' s face, but
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Ri ck | ooked as though the Invid had robbed himof his bones.

The three VTs raced for Kam's village, where Jean's teamtook over and carried R ck and
the others to the safety of the geodesic nmed dome. Max couldn't help but see it as a mniature
version of the Invid hives they had just destroyed.

He and Mriya entered on Jack's heels, doffed their nmasks, and took in a lungful of the
done's artificial atnosphere.

"Sweet, isn't it?" Max said, trying to sound cheerful. Mriya gave hima weak snile, but
sai d not hing. He was reaching for her hand when she suddenly stunbled and coll apsed into his arns.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN
Use your discretion, but try to have your nen hold off until you're certain that at |east half of
them[ed. note: the Zentraedi] are inside-that includes Breetai and that kingsize bitch, Kazianna.

Instruct the deno teamto use nore charges than they think necessary; | don't want any of them
coming out alive. In fact, it mght be worthwhile to sabotage as many of their environment suits
as possi bl e beforehand. Neither of us believe in accidents, Adams, but we're going to call it that

no matter what.
A "Code Pyram d" comuniqué fromT. R Edwards, as quoted in Wldnman's Wien Evil Had Its Day

A tight cluster of lights was descendi ng out of Fantona's perpetually brooding skies. Breeta
wat ched them for a nmoment, then turned away fromthe comand center's blister viewport to face his
I'i eutenant.

"They've arrived, ny lord."

"So | see," Breetai said soberly. He glanced back over his shoul der, snapped the
faceshield that sealed his pressurized arnmor closed, and noved to the hut's airlock. The
i eutenant and two arned soldiers followed himout into Fantoma's night.

A constant debris-filled wi nd had been scouring the ringed giant's surface for the past
three days, and Breetai instinctively raised an armagainst it as he marched in | unbering high
strides toward the landing zone's illumnation grid. Nearly all of the Zentraedi cadre had turned
out for the confrontation, and Breetai spied Kazianna Hesh anbng them Nearby were a dozen or so
M croni ans in environment suits-some of Lang's Robotechs. Edwards's Chost Riders were
reconfiguring their Veritechs now, inmaging over fromGuardian to Battloid as they touched down.

"He apparently has nmore on his mind than a friendly chat," Breetai said to his |ieutenant
while the | ast of the squadron was snapping into upright node. As nurmurs of discontent reached
himover the tactical freq, Breetai instructed his first officer to pass the word al ong that he
woul dn't tolerate any incidents; no matter what Edwards said or did, his troops were to keep
silent.

Edwar ds stepped his Battloid off the grid and began to nove across the field in Breetai's
direction. The Zentraedi knew better than to regard this as sone gesture of conpronise. Four of
the Ghosts flanked Edwards, with a kind of threatening casualness to the way they cradled their
rifle/cannons. Breetai threw his |ieutenant a knowi ng gl ance. The show of force cane as no
surprise; Dr. Lang had already given himan idea of what to expect.

"New Zar kopol i s wel cones General Edwards," Breetai said with practiced el aborateness.
"We're sorry we couldn't provide the general with better weather." He could hear a few Zentraed
sni cker.

"Very thoughtful of you," Edwards returned over the mecha's external speakers, nim cking
Breetai's tone of voice. "And I'msorry | can't bring you better news."

The two nen fell into an uneasy silence; the wind came up, how ing and pinging grave
against Breetai's arnored suit and the Battloid s alloy. The Zentraedi comrmander narrowed his eyes
and grinned, picturing Edwards in the mecha's cockpit, nervous hands on the controls. \Wen one of
the VT's gauntlets came up, Breetai alnost made a grab for it, but restrained hinself at the |ast
monent . Edwards caught the gesture, however

"A bit nervous today, are we, Breetai ?"

Breetai snorted. "This wind has put ne in a foul hunor."

Edwards inclined the ultratech knight's head. "Wl | then, maybe this won't seemlike bad
news after all." The necha's hand held out an outsize audio device for Breetai's inspection. "You

and your...crew are relieved, Commander. New Zarkopolis is now under REF jurisdiction, and I'll be
assum ng personal control of this facility. Tonorrow s cargo run will be your last. You can hear
it straight fromthe council, if you w sh."

The Zentraedi began to grunble anong thensel ves, and Edwards's sentries took a step
forward. Breetai notioned his cadre silent with a dowward wave of his nmassive hand. He accepted
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the playback device and regarded it for a nmonent. "No need for that. But | should warn you
General, that you're going to find the conditions here sonewhat harsh. This is, after all
Zentraedi's work."

Edwards's short | augh issued fromthe speakers. "W'I||l nanage all right. O course, you're
all welcone to stay on-as | aborers, you understand."

“1"l1l consider it, General."

"CGood, Breetai, good," Edwards said, pleased with the outcone. "I like a nman who can
follow orders. Could be that you and | will see eye to eye yet."

Breetai nodded, tight-Iipped. Peripherally, he noticed Kazianna stepping deliberately into
his restricted field of view

Edwards went on to informhimthat within a week's time several hundred men and wonen
woul d begin arriving fromTirol, along with the new necha Lang's teans had designed. Until then
Edwar ds was | eavi ng behind six of his troops to oversee the transfer of comuand. Six or six
hundred, Breetai said to hinself, it wouldn't natter now

When Edwards and nost of his squadron had lifted off, Breetai swung stiffly into the w nd
and nade for the mning colony's Quonset-style headquarters. On the way, he asked the |ieutenant
if his nen had conpleted their task

"Alnost, ny lord."

"And the fool's ore?"

"Loaded for tonmorrow s delivery."

Breetai grunted. "See to it that the |last of the nonopole is placed aboard the ship. The
delivery will go as schedul ed, but the nonopol e remains our property.”

The |ieutenant rai sed an eyebrow. "About Edwards's sol diers, Comander..."

Breetai canme to a halt short of the headquarters hatchway. "Invite themalong to 'oversee
the delivery. Afterward, we'll give themthe option of joining us."

"And if they refuse?"

"I leave that up to you," Breetai said, stepping inside.

"Pregnant ?" Max asked, as Rhestad's norning rays touched the nmed teanli s geodesic shelter.

Vince shrugged his huge shoul ders. "That's what Jean says. And Cabell concurs."

"That's right, ny boy," Cabell affirmed. "It is nost remarkable, but true." The Tiresian
was all smles for a change, his concern for Remnonentarily eclipsed. "I thought her first
pregnancy the exception that proved the rule. But this-this is nothing short of..."

"Remar kabl e," Max finished for him shaking his head in disbelief. "Yeah, tell me about
it."

Vince | aughed. "What's with you? It takes two, if |I'mnot nistaken."

Max | ooked up into Vince's brown face. "Yeah, but Vince, you don't understand. Renenber,
Mriya's...different."

"She had Dana," Vince started to say.

"Yeah, and Dana's different."

"How i s she different?" Cabell wanted to know.

Max and Vince traded | ooks, but left the question unanswered. "Can | see her?" Mx said
suddenl y, getting up

Vince | aughed. "That's a good start.”

Max started off for the small area of the nmed done Jean's team had partitioned off.

"Remar kabl e, " Cabell nused as he and Vince wal ked back to where Rick, Lisa, and Karen were
undergoing treatnent. The three had yet to energe from sem consci ousness. .

"Any change?" Vince asked his wife a noment |ater. She was standing over Rick just now,
| ooki ng al nost as drawn and pal e as her patient. Vince put his armaround her narrow wai st.

"I"'mworried, Vince. They should have come out of it by now W've tried everything-

anti psychotics, transfusions..." She threw up her hands. "I don't know what to do."
"It is the hin" Veidt said, hovering over to themfromthe foot of Karen's bed. He had
spent the last several hours absorbing everything Jean's nedical |ibrary databanks had to offer

"Garudans live in the wonb of the hin. It is what you might term'an alternate reality.' The
m croorgani sms here, the sane which keep Kam's people in a constant state of hin, have caused
your friends to becone unstuck in what constitutes Human reality."

"Yes, and it's killing them Veidt. It's not providing themw th psychedelic trips or
allies or personal power. It's draining the life fromthemwhile we sit here and...and-"

"Cone on, Jean," Vince said. "You're doing what you can."

Cabel | tugged at his beard. "There is a treatment, of course." He turned to Veidt as Vince
and Jean's eyes fixed on him
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“I will be succinct," the Haydonite began. "On nmy world there are devi ces capabl e of
reversing the Garudan effect. '"Mental illness,' as sone of your disks name it, is unknown to us;
it is as archaic a thing as your own small pox."

"Then what are we waiting for?" Jean said, looking up at Vince. "Qur work here is
finished, isn't it? Garuda's liberated."

Vince renoved his hand fromher waist to feel his jaw "Yes, in a way."

"In a way? What's that supposed to nean?"

"We've | earned that the Regent is on his way to Haydon IV," Cabell told her. "Wth what
remains of his fleet, no doubt."

Jean conpressed her lips. "More fighting, then."

"I't's not even as sinple as that," Vince added.

"Qur world," Veidt said, "cannot be approached with the same tactics you enpl oyed to
liberate Karbarra, Praxis, and Garuda. Haydon IV is in a certain sense beyond both conquest or
liberation. And while it is true that the Invid have assuned control of our political structure,
they have not in any way attenpted to tanper with our |lives. They could not. Haydon IV is an open
world and will always remain so."

"Coul dn't we sneak through or sonething? | nean, isn't there a back door we could use,
some way of getting to those devices without confronting the |nvid?"

Vei dt stared at Jean and shook his head. "It is inpossible."”

Vi nce was paci ng up and down, hands cl asped behind his back. "W've gotta ask oursel ves
whether it's worth the risk.”

"Whet her Rick, Lisa, and Karen are worth the risk, you nean."

"And Rem " Cabel| added.

Vi nce nodded.

"Look what you've already risked to save them" Veidt pointed out.

Everyone fell silent; then Vince said, "Gather the Sentinels. W've got a decision to

make.

“I will not have himhere! | will not!" the Regis railed to one of her servants. Was there
no escapi ng hin? she asked hersel f. Even here on Haydon |V?

"I"'mafraid it's too late, Your Gace," the servant said, unnoved fromits posture of
genuflection. "The Regent's flagship has already |eft Optera to rendezvous here with the remmants
of his fleet."

"How | ong do | have?" she asked, whirling on the sexless creature, the tassels of her |ong
gl oves whi ppi ng about .

"Less than one period, Your Grace."

She dism ssed the servant; when it left the room she clenched her fists and waved themin
the air. "Must he stalk ne?" she said aloud. "Miust he continue to punish nme?"

Abruptly, she turned around to regard Rem the Zor-clone was asl eep, perhaps unconsci ous
after his sessions with the Regent's scientists from Garuda. They had cured hi mof the nadness
i nduced by that world's atnosphere, only to induce a nore controlled state of hallucinatory dread.
And then they had picked his brain. Ch, how they had picked his brain.

For the better part of five days now the Regis had had himnmuch to herself; hers to toy
with, hers to exam ne-his dreans and thoughts to dissect, his nenories to relive...United with him
on sone psychic plane, she had wal ked agai n through those fields they had wal ked on Optera. A d
Optera, Optera before the fall. She had been able to view those tinmes through his eyes now, and
had found herself stirred. He had seen how nmuch she wanted to enulate him in every way; and she
had seen how nuch he had desired her. Not her physical being, not the formdestiny had wed her to,
but her spiritual self-her essence. There was at one tinme a senblance of love there, and this
discovery filled her with joy. But it was a rapture that could not survive the realities his war-
hungry race had introduced into her garden; a rapture that could only endure on that etheric
pl ane, where things cast beautiful but ultimtely painful shadows...

Still she could hardly tear herself away fromthat realm even though her self-indul gence
m ght mean death for the clone. He was her plaything; nmuch as she had been Zor's!

She under st ood, however, that Zor had sonehow neant to redeem hinsel f by sending the
Protoculture matrix far fromhis Masters' reach. But rmuch of this renmi ned unclear, nuddl ed by
what she had accessed from Haydon IV s data systens. These grand desi gns again: Zor, the Masters,
the Invid, all | ocked together in sone i mense, unfathomabl e franework.

Along with this nmysterious blue-white world reveal ed by the clone's thoughts, this nexus
of events, this pleroma...

She had yet to learn either the name of the planet or its conti nuum coordi nates, but she
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now had a sense of where to begin her search. And sooner or |ater her sensor nebul ae would | ocate
it.

I will follow the nebul ae, she decided all at once. I will quit this Quadrant and place
nmyself as far fromhis reach as that matrix was fromthe Masters' evil enbrace

She found hersel f excited by the prospect, |aughing as she overl ooked Haydon IV's
artificial land-and cityscapes. She could even | eave sone of her Children behind until the nonent
arrived-the nmoment when that blue-white world was di scovered and nmade her own!

She increased her size, towering up to fill the room knowi ng a determ nation she had
thought lost with love itself. Regarding Rem she said, "Now let the Regent have his way with you
clone. Let himpeer into your nenories of our tine together, and et himsuffer for what he
nm ssed!"

Mriya did not |ook as well as Max had inmagi ned she m ght. Wiere was that rosy glow, that
speci al sonet hing? I nstead, she seened wasted; baggy-eyed, bone-weary, even slightly jaundiced.

"It's just frommny exposure to the atnosphere,” Mriya told himas he carefully sat down
on the edge of her cot. "But Jean says everything's fine, all systens go. So snooth your winkled
brow, my darling, and kiss ne before | do something violent."

Max forced a snile and | eaned into her arns; they held each other for a nonent. Max patted
her back and straightened up. "lI'mnot sure | know what to feel,"” he confessed.

"I know, Max. |'mjust as concerned as you are about Rick and Lisa."

"Good news, bad news..."

"That's life, Max. And now Dana's going to have a sister."

Max's brows went up. "Jean tell you that?"

"She didn't have to." Mriya caressed her belly. "I can sense it."

Again, Max tried to feel good about things, but the nore he | ooked at his wife, the nore
anxi ous he becane. He was about to take her hand, when sonmeone rapped agai nst the partition
Crysta, Gnea, and Teal asked if they could conme in for a nonment. The Spherisian was carrying the
i nfant-a two-foot Bal dan, although still faceted and speechl ess as yet.

"As soon as | heard the news | cane down," Teal explained. "I wanted you to see the
i nfant."
"Congratul ations,"” Giea said to Mriya uncertainly.
"Hey, what about the father?" Max asked good- naturedly.
The Praxian turned to him "Wiy? Did you have sonething to do with Mriya's condition?"
Max started to respond, but thought better of it, shutting his nmouth and blinking
stupidly.

"When does he becone snmooth, |ike you?" Mriya was saying to Teal

"It doesn't. It's not necessarily a he."

Mriya | ooked around unconfortably. "But | thought that Baldan...that this..."

"It is of Baldan," Teal replied, regarding the infant analytically. "But the features and
what | think you call 'the sex' are ultimately left to the Shaper."

"The Shaper? You?" Crysta said, surprised, one huge paw to her nuzzle.

"Who el se? The young Spherisian remains faceted until smoothed by its Shaper. Soon | will
de-facet it."

"But you'll shape him er, it in Baldan's innage, won't you?"

"Way would | do that? | am bonded with the infant now. | could just as easily shape it in
my own i nage."

"But this is all that renains of Bal dan
essence? It would nean nuch to all of us."

Mriya and Gnea agreed. Max kept out of it.

"Anmong Spherisians | am considered nost attractive," Teal told themproudly. "A young one
could do far worse than be shaped as | am" She regarded Max and Mriya a nonent. "You Earthers
don't even have a choice in the matter."

“"No argument there." Max | aughed. "But maybe that's the beauty of it."

Gnea nmade a face, astonishnment in her gold-flecked eyes. "So you did have sonething to do
withit."

Max | ooked from Praxi an, to Karbarran, to Spherisian, to his own Zentraedi w fe, and
wondered if he coul d possibly explain hinself.

Crysta argued. "Don't you want to recapture his

The Zentraedi's cargo transport-naned the Valivarre for Fantoma's primary-was the |argest
of the ships constructed to serve the needs of the mning op. It was essentially an enornous
shell, with vast featurel ess cabi nspaces and cargo hol ds, and nunerous | aunch and docki ng bays
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sized to accommodat e ranks of surface mecha and outsize shuttles. Typical of the new breed SDFs-4
through 8-the Valivarre was only lightly armed and sonewhat slow by gal actic standards; but unlike
those fortresses the ship was equi pped with Protoculture/Reflex drives that enabled it to
astrogat e near-instantaneous folds throughout "local space.”

The transport was in stationary orbit over Tirol just now, off-loading the |atest of
Fantoma's riches to cargo shuttles, which were nmaking runs both to the SDF-3 and to the noon's
sur f ace.

On the Valivarre's bridge, Breetai was infornmed that one of the returning shuttles was
bringing up two passengers. He arrived in the busy docking bay just as Dr. Lang and Exedore were
descendi ng the shuttle ranp.

Lang took a | ook around. Under the watchful gaze of four Chost Squadron Battloids, a dozen
Zentraedi were |oading the |ast of the nonopole ore into a second shuttle. There was nore noi se
than Human ears were nmeant to withstand, so he donned a pair of silencer nuffs, and went on the
anpl i box to comunicate with Breetai

"It appears that everything is in order, Conmander," he said, trying to sound
busi nesslike. "But | have sone matters to discuss with you regarding the transfer schedule. Is
t here somewhere we can tal k?"

Breetai |ed themout of the hold and into a snmall cabin-space outfitted with a M cronian
conmo bal cony.

"This area is secure," Breetai told themafter he had dogged the hatch

Lang got right to the point. "You'll never get away with this, Breetai. Wat do you take
us for?"

The Zentraedi grinned. "The fool's ore...It wasn't ny intention to trick you, Lang. Only
Edwards's men. As far as they are concerned, we are off-|oading the nonopole."

"But, Commander," Exedore said, "what are you trying to acconplish? You' re aware that Lang

and | will have to report this."
"And | fully expect you to. | ask only that you delay your report for three hours.”
"You're leaving!" Lang said, excited. "I knewit."

Breetai folded his arms across his chest and nodded. "That's right, Doctor. W' re | eaving.
And we're taking the nonopole with us."

Lang was shaking his head. "It's a mad schene, Breetai. Edwards will hunt you down."

"Perhaps. But he'll think twice about firing on us while we have the ore aboard. Not when
he learns that Fantoma's yield is exhausted, I'mrelying on you to make this clear to him"

"Conmander, may we enquire-"

"To search for Admiral Hunter, Exedore. | don't accept that the Sentinels have becone
outlaws any nore than | believe the Invid Regent is dead. W know that eneny, Exedore; we engaged
them t hroughout this sector. If he had been assassinated, his queen's troops woul d have al ready
massed against Tirol and atomized it." Breetai |eaned closer to the balcony railing to regard his

M croni zed friend. "We are free of all inperatives now, Exedore. The Zentraedi will follow none
but their own. WII you join us?"
Exedore bowed his head. "Commander, you honor nme. But |, too, have an inner inperative."
Breetai nulled it over, then nodded. "I understand, ny friend."

Lang | ooked at the two Zentraedi, suddenly aware of the inport the nonent held. A surge of
nmi sgi vi ng washed t hrough him a shaping charge he could barely sustain. H s voice cracked when he
spoke. "To Praxis, Breetai? Garuda? Spheris? The ship you seek is small enough as to be
i nsignificant."”

Breetai fixed his eye on Lang. "I don't believe that, Doctor. Nor do you."

Lang rasped, "Haydon IV." She is there, sonething told him

Exedore stretched out a hand. "Doctor-"

"Don't ask me to explain." Was it Janice, he wondered, or sone other she? It was a
presence the Shaping had alerted himto, a power unlike anything he had experienced..

Breetai regarded himfor a nonent. "I will begin ny search there."

Lang nodded, weakly, wondering whether he woul d ever see the Zentraedi again.

On Garuda, the Sentinels grouped together in the | ong-house to discuss their options and
priorities, which nmeant that it was back to transpirators for al nost everyone invol ved. Vince,
Max, and Jack were so certain of where they stood that they had already had R ck, Lisa, and Karen
brought up to the SDF-7. Under Wl ff's and Janice's supervision, Tesla and the two Invid
scientists had al so been noved to the ship, along with Mriya-who was still too weak to take part
in the neeting-and Teal and the Spherisian infant.

Most of Garuda was cel ebrating-the grieving would cone later-and the wild sounds of song
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and dance nmade it all the nore difficult for the group to come to any agreenment concerning the
Haydon |1V option. They did find thensel ves united, however, on the issue of Garuda. Wth the
Optera tree orchards in ruins, it wasn't likely that the Invid were going to have nmuch use for the
pl anet -especially not when their initial canpaign against Garuda's inherent defenses had ended in
so many deaths. But just in case the Regent decided to think along the |ines of reprisals-which
Cabel I maintained, was highly unlikely given the disastrous defeats the Invid | eader had been
suffering in other quarters-the Sentinels were prepared to | eave nost of their forces "onworld to
conpl emrent the strength of the remaining Bioroid clones. The one Invid hive that had cone through
the battle reasonably intact would serve as their base. Vince and Veidt were in favor of this even
though it would significantly reduce the Sentinels' firepower. Haydon IV, though, was not be
thought of in terns of a military canpaign; they were undertaking the journey for the sake of

Ri ck, Lisa, Karen, and Rem

Once again, as sonmeone pointed out.

But the Karbarrans and Praxians, in any case, chose to disregard Vince's statenment. They
i kewi se ignhored Veidt and Sarna's claimthat the planet had not been adversely affected by the
Invid presence. Haydon |1V had Invid; therefore, Haydon IV needed to be |iberated.

Kam and Learna were reluctant to | eave, reluctant to abandon the hin and to have to
reattach thenselves to |ife-support systens; but they agreed to see things through to their
conmpletion after Lron and Crysta rem nded them of how they had left their son, Dardo, behind on
Kar barr a.

The Sentinels were back to the core group

And they were al so back to unknowns.

It was possible they might beat the Regent's fleet to Haydon IV; get in and out without
incident. But it was just as likely that things would continue in the sane unpredictable fashion
they had grown accustoned to.

Ten Eart h-standard hours later, the SDF-7 left orbit and junped.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

VWiile it was true the Invid had been existing on the very sane fruits and fl owers that were
rapidly turning Tesla into sonething not-quite or nore-than Invid, it rmust be pointed out that the
liquified plant-stuff which reached Optera was of a "pasteurized" variety, and was principally
utilized as nutrient bath for the soldiers' battle necha-Scouts, Shock Troopers, Pincer Ships, and
such. By forcing hinself to subsist on the pure (or the inpure, in actuality), Tesla was receiving
megadoses of the sanme stuff that years earlier had sent the Zentraedi Khyron clear over the edge
of the Inperative, and into undreaned-of states of netanoia.

Hi story of the Second Robotech War, volune XXXVI "Tirol"

"I demand to know where she is!" The Regent bawl ed as he and his el even-trooper elite storned
across one of Haydon IV s ice-blue plazas, the splendors of the city lost on them

The planet's indigenous beings paid the Invid little mnd, and went about their nysterious
busi ness, hovering in groups of two or three in and out of dike's spirelike buildings, across
graceful bridges, and through parks too perfect to believe. But visitors, guests, and nerchants
fromother worlds stopped to gaze upon the one whose race had nost recently changed the face of
the Fourth Quadrant. A few Karbarrans even had to be restrained fromrunning forward to nock the
Regent with renminders of their recent victory. "Sentinels! Sentinels!" they chanted, and succeeded
for a nonent in bringing the Regent around to confront them No one, however, dared nake a viol ent
nmove, for beneath those very sane plazas and parks |urked surprises of a decidedly punishing
nature. Haydon IV had rules for citizens and strangers alike, and it enforced them w t hout bias.

The I nvid squad comander whi spered as nuch to the Regent, while the ursine Karbarrans
continued to hurl insults and inprecations. And at the same nmonent one of the Regis's servants
approached, offering a brief and unconvinci ng genufl ecti on.

"Your Hi ghness,"” the servant said, with a condescendi ng tone.

The Regent raised a fist. "How dare she refuse to honor ny arrival!"

"Perhaps, ny lord," the Regent's own |ieutenant suggested, "she trenbles in terror at the
nmere thought of your blinding presence.”

"Grovel on your own time," the Regent snarled. He fixed his wife's servant with a ginlet
stare. "Wiere is ny shaneful wife? Explain this breach of protocol, worm before | find a place
for you in the Pits."

The servant lifted its head. "She is gone, Regent."

The Regent knew as nmuch already, and bristled at the servant's inpertinence. "I'm aware
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that she is gone-her flagship has left orbit. But I want to know where."

"She left no word, mlord. Save to say that she is not expected to return.”

"Whi ch explains your laxity." The Regent raised hinmself to his full height, and | ooked
down his snout on the Regis's creature. "Perhaps | will nake an exanple of you, grub. Now, |ead ne
to our chanbers before | forget nmyself...See that ny pets are cared for," he said to his
Iieutenant as an afterthought, "and have the Sentinel prisoner brought before ne."

Several other servants appeared to usher the Regent and his retinue to the sane roons his
queen had occupi ed and abandoned, and al ong the way he could not help but take note of sonme of
Haydon 1V s wonders. The planet was unli ke anything he had ever seen, and yet there was a sense of
famliarity everywhere he | ooked. Here, a structure that was reniniscent of Tiresia; there, a
patch of forest seemngly lifted from Garuda. Spherisian crystal pal aces, Karbarran factories
wi thout the dirt or stench, Praxian arabesque carvings, totens, statues, pillars, and pedestal s-
even sone things which could only have cone from Optera itself: fields of Flowers and rows of
Fruit-bearing trees, all sterile to be sure, but so faultless, so exquisite in appearance.

And yet nowhere a hint of instrunentality.

He understood, though, why the Regis would | eave: there was no warnth to the world, no
taste of life to its clear skies and reflective waters. No, she would not have been at hone here,
he told hinself. It was a real world she required, one like the Optera of their past. He refused
to believe that his arrival could have forced her hand-certainly not after the gift he had sent
her. This, however, didn't stop himfromconplaining to his |ieutenant once they had reached the
tall spire's uppernmpst roons and his throne had been positioned.

"Decanped! " he sneered, hands stroking the gemcollared necks of his Hellcat pets. "She
expects nme to win the war while she's off flitting around the cosnobs preeni ng her tubercles and
hat chi ng pl ots agai nst ne-"

"Mlord," a servant interrupted, bowi ng fromthe doorway. "W have the prisoner."

The Regent smiled as Remwas dragged in. A lieutenant "persuaded" the Tiresian to assune a
grovel ing posture. But the Regent's snmile began to fade as he studied Rem Geat suns! he thought.
He does wear the face of the seducer

Two scientists had entered on the heels of the Zor-Clone, and the 'Cats were suddenly
snarling, pacing, and sniffing the air. "Wat did she think of hinP" the Regent asked, rising from
his chair.

One of the scientists made a coughi ng sound. "Uh, she was...amused, Your Highness."

"Yes, | can well imagine. Did you record their sessions together?"

The two Invid traded quick glances. "W did, ny lord."

He turned to gaze at Rem "I wish to viewthe results of their reunion. I want to see her
guilt, the sadness in her heart, before |I grant her forgiveness."

"But, Regent-"

The Regent slammed a massive fist down on the throne's contoured seat. "Bring nme the
recordi ngs- now "

There was silence on the bridge of the SDF-7 while Wl ff and Vince waited for the ship's
identification library to display its assessment. Wl ff folded his arns and | eaned away fromthe
consol e when the data appear ed.

"Wl ?"

"Signatures confirnmed," WIff said flatly. "lInvid troop carriers the Regent's flagship.
W're too late."

"Are they scanni ng us?"

Wl ff exhaled loudly and swung to a peripheral nmonitor. "Affirmative. But it's [owlevel,
cursory. Could be we're an unknown quantity. God knows there are enough ot her ships docked out
here. "

Vince had to agree; he had never seen so many different types and cl asses of starship.
Haydon |V was obviously all that Veidt and Sarna had been telling everyone.

"So what do we do, Captain-open a hailing frequency, tell themwe're just in for liberty,
alittle R'n R?"

Vince frowned and put a hand on the ship's address-system stud...

"Haydon IV is an open world," Veidt was explaining in the briefing roomten mnutes |ater
"1 thought | had already nade nyself clear on this point. The planet has never been taken by
force; its defenses are | egendary. There are, in the central records, references to an attenpted
i nvasi on sonme two thousand Earth-standard years ago. Several hundred vessels were destroyed in a
matter of nonents."”

"But the Invid-" Jack started to say.
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"The Invid did not engage Haydon |1V s defenses," Sarna picked up. "Any who cone in peace
are free to stay and trade. The Invid cane and insinuated thenselves into positions of politica
authority; but they are quite tame here. W may land in safety, but we will surely be taken into
cust ody. "

"Then we can't go in under arns," Crysta said.

Jack grunted. "Maybe you don't have the courage to try, but | do."

Lron glared at himfromacross the table. "You dare inmpugn her courage? Perhaps you-"

"Stop this!" Jean interrupted. "Both of you."

"Exactly what are these 'defenses,' Veidt?" Vince wanted to know.

"I have never seen them As | stated, they have not been put to the test in two thousand
of your years."

"Cone on," Jack said, |ooking around. "Then how do we know they're still functioning?"

"Do you hunger to chall enge thenP" Sarna asked.

Jack returned a sullen stare.

Jean shook her head and snorted. "So to utilize the nedical facilities, we have to go in
with our hands raised."

"Yes, straight into an Invid stronghold," Bela said.

"W are given no choice," Ghea added. "Qur conrades will have to be surrendered. But who
among us will escort them down?" The Praxian glanced around the table.

"I"1l go," WIff vol unteered.

Jean caught her husband's eye. "I wll, too."

"Wait a mnute, wait a mnute,"” Jack said, standing up. "I'mas concerned about Karen and
Rick and Lisa as any of you. But just suppose the Invid deny the request for nedical help. Then
they've not only got Karen, they've got you and you and whoever else is crazy enough to
vol unteer." He shook his head. "Uh, uh. W need to find sone way around this."

"The Invid cannot deny that which is prom sed by the planet to all," Veidt said, |oud
enough to cut through all the separate argunents Jack's objection had rai sed. Everyone heard the
Haydonite's remark, but the bickering continued.

"Al'l right, simer down," Vince told the table. "Max has an idea."

"Two | anding parties," the Skull ace began when everyone was quiet. He was exhausted,
havi ng spent every nminute by Mriya's side. Her condition had deteriorated after the fold to
Haydon IV, and it was Jean's thought to nunber her anobng the patients. "Sone of us take the four
of them down; the rest of you go in unannounced to keep an eye on us."

"I't will not work, Conmander," Veidt said; but Jack, Lron, Bella, and Gnea were already
ent husi astic. Even Burak added his voice to the group as a show of support.

"The' planet's defenses will detect you," Sarna tried to warn them "We'Ill have to risk
it," Vince answered her.

And the plan was put to a vote.

Jean and Wl ff had al ready vol unteered, and now Max and Vi nce and Cabell joined them
Vei dt and Sarna would escort them Jack, however, insisted that Karen's cause woul d be better
served by his doing sonething nore than crying by her bedside; so he opted for the second team
Burak, Kam and Learna, Bela, Gnea, Lron, and Crysta threwin with him Jani ce was undeci ded unti
the last mnute; then she allied herself with Jack's group-on one condition: that they take Tesla
and the two Invid scientists along with them

"He did hel p out back on Garuda," Jack was willing to concede. "But | still don't trust

him"
"I don't either," Janice said. "I'd just like to see what woul d happen if Tesla and the
Regent cane snout-to-snout."

Only Wl ff heard Burak's gasp; but he didn't think anything of it.

"Breetai and his Zentraedi are traitors and crimnals,”" T. R Edwards told the council,
posi tioning hinself where he was certain the cameras would close in on his polished skullplate and
furious expression. "They've stolen the very thing we need to return to Earth, and thereby
condemed our world to defeat at the hands of the Robotech Masters." He swung around and wal ked
angrily back to his seat, facing the audience now. "Sone of you are probably thinking that this is
the Zentraedi's way of avenging thensel ves on the RDF. But | suspect they have an even darker
purpose in mnd. It's my belief that Breetai neans to band together with the Sentinels and form a
cartel to take control of the spaceways.

"And with the Invid Regent dead and our own forces stranded, there will be little to stop
them fromputting their plans in notion-unless we take quick and decisive action against them For
this reason, |I'masking for the council approval of my request for the four ships that conprise
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our new flotilla. The Zentraedi nust be hunted down and destroyed!"

There were conflicting reactions fromthe crowd, all of which Senator Longchanps silenced
with three determ ned gavel blows. "The council will not tolerate these continued outbursts,” he
war ned the audience. "If this occurs again, I'mgoing to order the roomcleared. Now," he said,
turning to Edwards, "the council appreciates the generals's concern, but there are a few issues
that need to be addressed." He consulted his notes, then said, "M. Obstat?"

"Isn't it true, General, that action of the sort you propose could quite possibly
jeopardi ze the very ore we're so desperately in need of ?"

Edwar ds stood up. "Do you propose to let themhave it, then?" he asked evenly.

"We don't know why they took it in the first place," Justine Huxley argued. "I for one am
not convinced that they nean to do as you suggest-band together with the Sentinels and enbark on
some sort of transgal actic canpaign. Can't we sinply continue to nine ore until the Zentraedi make
their demands known to us?"

Dr. Lang spoke to that. "lI'mafraid that Fantoma has yielded up the last of its nonopole
ores. Only trace quantities remain, and further mning is hardly justified at this stage."

"What about our reserves, Doctor, here and on Tirol," Harry Penn asked. "Don't we have
enough to repair the fortress's fold systens?"

"Unfortunately not," Exedore asserted. "The...stolen ore represented nore than three
nmonths of mining. It is crucial to our goals."

Edwards waited for the gasps and buzzing in the roomto subside. "Wth the council's
i ndul gence, | have reason to question Dr. Lang and Anbassador Exedore's assessment of the
situation. It's no secret to the RDF that both of them have special interests in furthering the
Sentinel s' cause-"

Longchanps banged his gavel. "General, | nust caution you to refrain fromusing this
session to cast aspersions on any nenbers of this council. Is that understood?"

The caneras tracked in to catch Edwards's stiff and silent nod.

In Edwards's chanbers aboard the SDF-3, where she was watching the proceedi ngs, Mnnei got
up to fix herself another drink. Lang's face was on-screen when she returned to the edge of the
bed.

"That's true, Senator," the Robo-w z was saying. "Exedore and | were the first to discover
that the material offloaded fromthe Valivarre was a type of 'fool's ore," if you will. W
i Mmediately reported this to General Edwards-"

"After that ship had fol ded out of Tirol space, Doctor," Edwards barked.

"General Edwards," Longchanps cut in, "weren't sone of your own CGhost Squadron aboard the
Val i varre supervising the transfer?"

M nmei saw Edwards's face drain of color; the caneras captured the fury in his single eye
"I'mcertain that those brave men were killed, Senator."

The caneras cut to Lang. "Council nenbers, | can personally attest to the presence of the
general's nen. And Exedore and | both found themvery nuch alive."

M nnei si pped her drink, anticipating Edwards's coneback; he didn't surprise her

"Yes, and exactly what notivated you and the anbassador to shuttle up to the Valivarre,
Doct or ?"

"W were nmerely going over the transfer schedule with Comander Breetai-"

M nmei touched the renpte and the screen went bl ank. She drained her glass and thought, A
few nore of these and I'Il be too nunb to care. And nunmb was just what she was after. She had | ost
her friends, her faith, her voice, any sense of purpose she m ght have once called her owmn. Rick
Li sa, Janice, Dr. Lang, Jonathan...And lately she had even been thinking about Kyle. She wasn't
sure why, but guessed that it had sonething to do with Edwards and the control he had begun to
assert over her. She inmagi ned she saw a curious pattern at work that coupled Rick and Lynn-Kyl e,
now Jonat han Wl ff and Edwards-sone slide into self-abuse when she canme too close to genuine | ove
and commitnment. Property, she thought in disgust. That was how she was begi nning to view herself.
Her voice co-opted by the RDF, her dreans destroyed by war, her will at the nercy of nmen who
want ed not hing nore than to rule and posses her, body and m nd

Nunb, confortably nunb, she told herself...

Thirty minutes |ater the door hissed open and Edwards strode into the room grinning
evilly. Mnnei realized she had dozed off, and, startled now, she began to back herself onto the
bed. Edwards | eered at her, perhaps thinking she was toying with him and cane down on top of her
el bows supporting his upper body. She pressed her hands against his chest and said, "Please..."

"What's the matter with you?" he asked, face-to-face with her

"I"'mjust...confused." She tried to roll out fromunder him but his arns held her fast.
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"Ch, no, you don't," he told her, bringing his nmouth hard agai nst hers-a kiss he liked to
t hi nk passi onate, but one she felt was sinply rough. "The council gave their okay."

"Wwhat does that mean-that you're going to-"

"Precisely that," he said, rolling off her onto his back.

He gazed at the ceiling and | aughed. "First the Zentraedi, then the Sentinels." He | ooked
over at her.

M nnmei was aghast, gaping at him he had his right hand curled tightly around her |eft

wrist.
"When this is over | want you to marry ne."
Her right hand flew to her face. "Wuat!"
“I't"ll be just like the Hunters' wedding," he said, as though thinking al oud. "Except
it'll be you and ne, and the destination won't be Tirol, but Earth." Hs grin was still intact.
"And the mission won't be for peace, but for war!" she screaned at all once, yanking her
arm away.
Edwar ds sat straight up as she made a nove for the door. "Wat are you tal ki ng about?
M nnei !"

She was slightly drunk and clunsy even through her fear and shock; she bunped agai nst a
tabl e, sending sone tapes to the floor, crashed agai nst the bul khead, funbling for the door
rel ease.

"Mnnei!" he yelled again, nore harshly than before.

He was angry now and she was pani cked. She left the room and ran barefooted al ong the
ship's corridor. She heard soneone behind her as she entered the el evator and swung around; but it
wasn't Edwards. It was a VT pilot, wearing his helnet, oddly enough, a tall and sl ender bearded
man she t hought she had seen before. He was regardi ng her bare feet and di shevel ed appearance. She
forced a trenbling, snile, pushing and patting her hair back in place.

"Troubl es?" he said.

"Yes," she told him surprising herself.

"Anything | can do?"

"I need to get back to Tiresia. Are any shuttles |eaving soon?"

“I'"I'l take you nyself," he said after a nonent.

It made her laugh. "Wat-in an Al pha? | don't know...

“I"1l take you wherever you want to go."

She stared at him wondering why she was ready to believe him "How about Garuda or Haydon
I'V...uh, 666-60-937?" she asked, reading the pilot's REF service nunmber from his hel net.

"Long trip," he told her. But he didn't laugh, didn't think she was putting himon

The el evator doors opened. The pilot extended his hand and M nnei allowed herself to take
hold of it.

"A sinul agent, a sinulagent," Tesla nunbled, stuffing the last of Garuda's Fruits into his
mouth. "1've been tricked-tricked!"

The two scientists the Sentinels had captured from Garuda backed t hensel ves toward what
t hey hoped would be a safe corner of the dinmensional fortress's hold, certain that Tesla's
i ngestion of the nmutated Fruits fromthat infected world had driven himhalf nmad. First there was
all that nonsense about the Regent being dead, and now this talk of sinmulagents and assassi nation

"Has he been doing this everywhere you've been?" one of the Invid asked Burak in the
i ngua franca

"Only on Karbarra, Praxis, and Garuda so far," the Perytonian devil said in | ow tones,
shruggi ng. "l suppose his killing the Regent was nothing but an inmagining, then-"

"An imagining!" Tesla had heard Burak's whi sper and swung around to the three of them
nmonstrous in his anger. He knows that | tried, he knows that |I'mout to usurp his throne...And
shall have it, do you hear me?! Tesla will rule!"

"He's going to get us all sent to the Pits," one of the scientists groaned. "W won't be
repatriated-we'll be devol ved!"

Sonet hi ng, some force, suddenly brought Tesla to his feet. Tesla's skin was rippling,
muscl es and sinews contorting beneath the flesh as though his internal systens were rearrangi ng
thensel ves, reconfiguring. An aura of light was swirling around his head, throw ng rai nbow col ors
across the ceiling, bulkheads, and floor of the hold. His head was |isted, neck stretched out,
mout h agape in a kind of silent scream Burak stood rooted to the floor, astonished as he watched
the Invid begin to lose stature and bulk, while at the sanme tine Tesla's neck, head, arms, hands,
and feet reshaped themselves. The two scientists had buried their heads agai nst one another, but
Burak was too awed to sumon the will even to | ook away. He saw then what the Fruits were after
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the final formthey tried to birth, and he could hardly believe his eyes, much | ess grasp what
such a transformation nmeant. For the shape was a hunanoi d one-like that of Jack Baker or Gnea or
Rem

Tendrils of energy were whirling around Tesla, reaching out to Burak where he stood. They
danced between his horns and sent a downward rush of paralyzing light through the top of his head.
Tesla's eyes were fixed on his as sonething beyond | anguage coursed between them Burak stiffened,
as a cold fire engul fed his heart. He bell owed, and Janice cane rushing through the hatch

She had been outside listening to their nuffled exchange, and though baffled by the sudden
silence, she had not wanted to risk tipping her hand. Burak's aninallike wail had changed al
that, but now she couldn't see what was happeni ng. Sonething or sonmeone was throw ng blinding,
colored light across the hold. She could nake out Burak and the two shadowy shapes of the Invid
scientists behind him but Tesla was conceal ed by the dazzling prismatic intensity, seeningly at
the center of it. She brought her hands to her face, trying to shield her eyes, and all at once
the Iight was gone. Tesla was on the floor, flat on his back

She rushed over to hin he was alive, but his breathing was |abored. And sonething el se:
he | ooked different. H's snout was shorter, his head nore defined, his hands and feet nore
humanoi d than reptilian. H's skin was a pal e green, waxy and snoot h.

"What happened to hi n?" Jani ce asked, turning around to Burak

The Perytonian stared at her. "I...1..."

Jani ce took himby the arms and shook him "Wat happened?”

Burak cl eared his head and gave her a bl ank | ook. He reached up to feel his horns, then
regarded Tesla for a nonent. "I think he ate too nuch."

The Regent sat slunped in his throne, feeling as though sone great wei ght had been pl aced
on his chest. It was a mstake for himto have viewed the recordings of the Regis's nostalgic
| ovefest with the Zor-clone, a terrible mstake. Looking for guilt, for some sign of regret, he
had found only | ove, genuine and unfulfilled. And he began to wonder if he hadn't been wong in
not follow ng her |ead when there was still time; when she had pleaded with himto allow hinself
to be evolved. But he had been stubborn about it, hurt, unforgiving, and now she was lost to him
He had seen, too, the Zor-clone's menories of a world far removed from Optera and Tirol's strife,
I i nked somehow to the Protoculture matrix planet was anything nmore than Zor's fanciful inmaginings?
Besi des, he had good reason to believe that the Regis had gone off in search of that very world,
and he would know i f and when she found it. No, what he needed was accurate data, data the clone
had not yet surrendered up to Haydon |V s mind-probe devices. Perhaps, he thought, it would have
to be conjured fromthe clone, the way Zor had conjured Protoculture fromthe Flowers of Life.

In the nmeantime, however, his enpire was crunbling. Garuda had fallen to the Sentinels,
depriving the Invid of the Fruits needed for the mecha nutrient baths. And Tesla was stil
unaccounted for-although at tinmes the Regent thought he could actually feel the traitor's
bl oodl usts reaching out for him

Much the way he felt at the nonent. Even his pets seened stricken by the sane |assitude.
He overcane his nood somewhat when a servant entered to announce that an inportant nessage had
been received. But it was the lieutenant's words that brought the Regent back to life.

"The Sentinels! Here?"

"Yes, milord. They are requesting pernmission to |land. Four of their nunber are in need of
treatments apparently only Haydon IV can provide. They are seeking a truce by way of surrender."

The Regent shot to his feet. "This is a dream™

“"No, mlord."

The Regent stood notionless for a noment, then |aughed. "Here! O course they would
surrender here, where to fire first means certain death.” He reached up to feel his swollen cow .
"However..."

The |ieutenant waited while the Regent paced in front of his throne. "Yes, yes, it could
work." He swung around. "Informthe Sentinels that we accept their terns. And bring the Zor-clone
to ny chanbers. | will put it to himsinply: the matrix for the lives of his conrades. Wat could
be nore just?"

"May the Great Shaper Haydon watch over you this day,’
the balcony in the SDF-7's |aunch bay.

Vince, Cabell, Max, and the others saluted their friends as the hatch sealed itself. In a
monent the shuttle's attitude jets flared, and the craft began to descend toward the green and
silver crescent that was Haydon IV.

The second group nunbered twelve, including the three Invid-one in each of the three

Teal told the shuttle group from
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arnored Al pha Veritechs. Jack had a no-nonsense air about himas he strapped into the forward
cockpit of his necha. Bela was behind him Gnea, Kanmi, and one of the scientists in the Beta
nmodul e. Janice was piloting the second VI, with Burak in the copilot's seat, and Lron and Tesla in
the Beta. The third VT held Learna, Crysta, and the second scientist. Jack had taken one last | ook
at Rick, Lisa, and Karen before they had been noved into the shuttle, and the sight of their

sl ack, colorless faces was with himnow as he engaged the Al pha's thrusters and nmaneuvered the
ship out of the launch bay. The SDF-7's human and XT crew had been instructed to keep the fortress
clear of the Invid fleet, but in close enough proxinity to Haydon IV's surface to elininate any
threat of an eneny sneak attack

Vei dt and Sarna had done their best to convince the Sentinels to abandon their plans for
an unannounced approach, but Jack and the rest were deternined to give it a try. Besides, it
wasn't |ike they were going in with weapons bl azing. Their approach would be a gentle one, Jack
had insisted; a sinple landing in the forests west of the planet's principal city. Surely, three
smal |l mecha weren't going to touch off Haydon IV s | egendary (and sonewhat questionabl e) defenses.

It is nerely intent, Veidt had tried to tell them

Jack heard the words surfacing in his thoughts, and nade an effort to push themfromhis
mnd. In a nonent he would be able to discern details of the planet's surface topography. It was
bound to be an extraordinary sight-an entire world reconfigured to conformto the demands of its
i nhabi t ant s.

Jack found hinmself wondering about the guiding intelligence behind such a feat.

Then he began to notice that the forest they had chosen as | anding zone, was, well, noving-
sliding east to west across the variegated | andscape |i ke sone sort of by-pass door. And sonething
very bizarre was rising up at themfromthe space that forest had vacated...Swirling vortices of
energy, radiant silken scarves riding Haydon |V s savage updrafts.

Jack sent a telephathic plea to the planet: W've cone in peace. W've cone in peace!
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