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Robot ech: Sout hern Cross
Book Seven of the Robotech Series
Copyri ght 1987 by Jack MKi nney

CHAPTER ONE

Those who were surprised at Dana Sterling's choice of a career in the mlitary displayed not only
a lack of understanding about Dana but also a failure to conprehend the nature of Protoculture,
and how it shaped destiny.

After all, as a nmere babe in arns Dana had played a pivotal part in a vital battle in the First
Robot ech War, the attack to take the Zentraedi's orbital mecha factory; with two of the greatest
fighters in history as parents, is it any surprise that she would follow the warrior's trade?

But nore inportant, Dana is the only of fspring of a Human/ Zentraedi mating on Earth, and the
Protocul ture was working strongly through her. She is to be a centerpiece of the ongoing conflict
the Protoculture has shaped, and that neans being a Robotech soldier in excelsis.

Dr. Lazio Zand, notes for Event Horizon: Perspectives on Dana Sterling and the Second Robotech \War

It was a date that every school child knew, though for sonme its significance had becone a bit
bl urred.

But not for the people gathered in the auditoriumat the Southern Cross MIlitary Acadeny.
Many of the veterans on the speakers' platform and anong the acadeny teaching staff and cadre knew
the neaning of the date because they had lived through it. Everyone in the graduating class
revered it and the tradition of self-sacrifice and courage it represented-a tradition being passed
along to them today.

"Today we cel ebrate not only your achievenments as the first graduating class of the
Acadeny, " Suprene Conmander Leonard was saying, glowering down at the young nen and wonen seated
in rows before him "W also celebrate the nenory of the brave people who have served in our
pl anet's defense before you."

Leonard continued, sumarizing the |last great clash of the Robotech War. |If he had stopped
in md-syllable, pointed at any one of the graduating cadets, and asked himor her to take the
story fromthere, the graduate would have done it with even nore detail and accuracy.

They all knew it by heart: how Adnmiral Henry d oval had taken the rusting, all-but-
deconmi ssioned SDF-1 into the air for a final confrontation with the psychopathic Zentraed
warl ord Khyron, and died in the inferno of that battle.

They al so knew t he high honor roll of the wonen of the bridge watch who had died with him
Ki m Young; Sammie Porter; Vanessa Leeds-all enlisted rating techs scarcely ol der than any of the
cadet s-and Commander C audia G ant.

Sitting at the end of her squad's row, Cadet Major Dana Sterling | ooked down the |ine of
faces beside her. One, with skin the color of dark honey, stared up into the light fromthe stage.
Dana coul d see that Bowi e Grant-nephew of that same Commander O audia G ant and Dana's cl ose
friend since chil dhood-betrayed no enotion

Dana didn't know whether to be content or worried. Carrying the nane of a certified UEG
hero coul d be a tough burden to bear, as Dana well knew.

Leonard went on about unselfish acts of heroi smand passing the torch to a roonful of
cadets, none of whom had yet reached twenty. They had had it all drilled into themfor years, and
were squirmng in their seats, eager to get noving, to get to their first real assignnments.

O at any rate, nost felt that way; |ooking down the |ine, Dana could see a w thdrawn | ook
on Bow e's face.

Leonard, with his bullet-shaped shaved head, nmssive as a bear and dripping with nedal s
and ri bbons, droned on to the end wi thout saying anything new. It was alnost silly for himto tel
themthat the Earth, slowy rebuilding in the seventeen years since the end of the Robotech War-
fifteen since Khyron the Backstabber had | aunched his suicide attack-was a regrettably feuda
pl ace. Who woul d know that better than the young people who had grown up in it?

O that there nust be a devotion to the commbn good and a commitnent to a brighter Human
future? Who had nore conmitnent than the young nen. and wonen sitting there, who had sworn to
serve that cause and proved their determ nation by enduring years of merciless testing and
traini ng?

At |ast, thankfully, Leonard was done, and it was tinme to be sworn in. Dana cane to
attention with her squad, a unit that had started out conpany-size three years before.

Dana stood straight and proud, a young wonan with a gl obe of swirling blond hair, average
hei ght for a femal e cadet, curvaceous in a |ong-1legged way. She was bl ue-eyed, freckled, and pug-
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nosed, and very tired of being called "cute." Fixed in the yell ow mane over her left ear was a
fashi on accessory appropriate to her tine-a hair stay shaped to ook |like a curve of

i nstrument ati on suggesting a hal f-headset, |ike a crescent of Robotechnol ogy scul pted from
pol i shed onyx.

The first graduating class received their assignnents as they went up to the stage to
accept their diplomas. Dana found herself hol ding her breath, hoping, hoping.

Then the supreme commander was before her, an overly beefy nman whose neck spilled out in
rolls above his tight collar. He had flaring brows and a hand that engul fed hers. But despite what
the UEG public relations people said about him she found herself disliking him Leonard tal ked a
good fight but had very little real conbat experience; he was better at political wheeling and
deal i ng

Dana was trying to hide her quick, shallow breathing as she went from Leonard's too-noi st
handshake to the ai de whose duty it was to tell the new graduates their first assignnments.

The aide frowned at a computer printout. Then he gl anced down his nose at Dana, | ooking
her over disapprovingly. "Congratul ations. You go to the Fifteenth squad, Al pha Tactical Arnored
Corps,"” he said with a sniff.

Dana had | earned how to hide enptions and reactions at the acadeny; she was an old hand at
it. So she didn't squeal with delight or throw her diploma into the air in exultation

She was in a daze as she filed back to her seat, her squad follow ng behind. The ATACs!
The 15th squad! Hovertanks!

Let others try for the soft, safe, rear-echelon jobs, or the glamorous fighter outfits;
nowadays the arnored units were the cutting edge of Robotechnol ogy, and the teeth and claws of the
United Earth Governnent's nilitary-the Arny of the Southern Cross.

And the 15th had the reputation of being one of the best, if not the best. Under their
daredevil |eader, First Lieutenant Sean Phillips, they had beconme not only one of the nost
decorated but also one of the npst courtnartial-prone outfits around-a real black-sheep squad.

Dana figured that was right up her alley. She would have been graduating at the top of her
class, with marks and honors succeedi ng generations would have found hard to beat, if not for
certain peccadillos, disciplinary | apses, and scrapes with the MPs. She knew nost of it wasn't
really her fault, though. The way sonme people saw it, she had entered the Acadeny with severa
stri kes against her, and she had had to fight against that the whole way.

Cadets who call ed her "hal fbreed" usually found thenselves flat on their faces, bleeding,
with Dana kneeling on them Instructors or cadre who treated her |ike just one nore trainee found
that they had a bright if inpulsive pupil; those who gave any hint of contenpt for her parentage
found that their rank and station were no protection

Cadet officers awakened to find thensel ves hoisted fromflagpoles...a cadre sergeant's
quarters were nysteriously walled in, sealing himinside....The debutante cotillion of the
daughter of a certain colonel was enlivened by a visit froma dozen or so chinps, baboons, and
orangutans fromthe acadeny's Primate Research Center...and so on

Dana reckoned she would fit into the 15th just fine.

She realized with a start that she didn't know where Bowi e was going. She felt a bit
ashamed that she had reveled in her own good fortune and had forgotten about him

But when she turned, Bowi e was | ooking up the row at her. He flashed his handsone snile,
but there was a resigned look to it. He held his hand up to flash five outspread fingers-once,
twice, three tines.

Dana caught her breath. He's pulled assignnment to the 15th, too!

Bowi e didn't seemto be too elated about it, though. He closed the other fingers of his
hand and drew his forefinger across his throat in a silent gesture of doom watching her sadly.

The rest of the cerenonies seened to go on forever, but at l|ast the graduates were
dismissed for a few brief days of |eave before reporting to their new units.

Sonehow Dana | ost Bowie in the crush of people. He had no fanily or friends anong the
wat chi ng crowd; but neither did she. Al the blood relatives they had were years-gone on the SDF-
3's all-inportant mission to seek out the Robotech Masters sonmewhere in the far reaches of the
gal axy.

The only adult to whom Dana and Bowi e were cl ose, Major CGeneral Rolf Enerson, was
conducting an inspection of the orbital defense forces and unable to attend the cerenony. For a
time in her childhood, Dana had had three very strange but dear self-appointed godfathers, but
they had passed away.

Dana felt a spasm of envy for the ex-cadets who were surrounded by parents and siblings
and nei ghbors. Then she shrugged it off, irritated at herself for the nonment's self-pity; Bow e
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was all the famly she had now. She went off to find him

Even after three years in the Acadeny, Bowi e was a cadet private, sonething he considered
a kind of personal nark of pride.

Even so, as an upperclassnman he had spaci ous quarters to hinself; there was no shortage of
space in the barracks, the size of the class having shrunk drastically since induction day. O the
nmore than twel ve hundred young people who had started in Bowi e's class, fewer than two hundred
remai ned. The rest had either flunked out conpletely and gone home, or turned in an unsatisfactory
performance and been reassigned outside the Acadeny.

Many of the latter had been sent either to regional mlitias, or "retroed" to assorted
support and rear-echelon jobs. Qhers had become part of the colossal effort to rebuild and
revivify the war-ravaged Earth, a struggle that had | asted for a decade and a half and would no
doubt continue for years to cone.

But beginning with today's class, Academny graduates would begin filling the ranks of the
Cosmic Units, Tactical Air Force, Al pha Tactical Arnored Corps, and the other components of the
Sout hern Cross. Enrollment woul d be expanded, and eventually all officers and many of the enlisted
and NCO ranks woul d be peopl e who had attended the Acadeny or another like it.

Robot echnol ogy, especially the second-generation brand currently being phased into use,
requi red intense training and practice on the part of hunman operator-warriors. It was another era
in human history when the citizen-soldier had to take a back seat to the professional

And sonehow Bowi e-who had never wanted to be a soldier at all-was a nmenber of this new
mlitary elite, entrusted with the responsibility of serving and guardi ng hunanity.

Only, 1'd be a | ot happier playing piano and singing for ny supper in some little dive!

Sunk in despair, Bowie found that even his treasured Mnnei records couldn't Iift his
spirits. Hearing her sing "W WII Wn" wasn't much help to a young man who didn't want anything
to do with battle.

How can | possibly live this life they're forcing on nme?

He plucked hal fheartedly at his guitar once or twice, but it was no use. He stared out the
wi ndow at the parade ground, remenbering how many di sagreeabl e hours he had spent out there, when
the door signal toned. He turned the sound system down, slouched over, and hit the door rel ease.

Dana stood there in a parody of a glanour pose, up on the balls of her feet with her hands
cl asped together behind her blond puffball hairdo. She batted her |ashes at him

"Well, it's about tinme, Bow e. How ya doi ng?" She wal ked past himinto his room hands
still behind her head.

He grunted, adding, "Fine," and closed the door

She | aughed as she stood | ooking out at the parade ground. "Su-ure! Private G ant, who
d' you think you're kidding?"

"COkay! So |'m depressed!"

She turned and gave hima little inclination of the head to acknow edge his honesty.
"Thank you! And why are you depressed?”

He slunped into a chair, his feet up on a table. "G aduation, | guess."

They both wore formfitting white uniforns with black boots and bl ack piping reniniscent
of ariding outfit. But their cadet unit patches were gone, and Dana's torso harness-a cri sscross,
flare-shoul dered affair of burnt-orange |eather-carried only the insignia of her brevet rank
second |ieutenant, and standard Southern Cross crests. Dark bands above their biceps supported
big, dark mlitary brassards that carried the Acadeny's device; those would soon be traded in for
ATAC arm br assards.

Dana sat on the bed, ankles crossed, holding the guitar idly. "It's natural to feel a
| etdown, Bowie; | do too." She strumred a gentle chord.

“You're just saying that to nmake nme feel better."

"It's the truth! Graduation Blues are as old as education." She struck another chord.
"Don't feel like sniling? Maybe | should sing for you?"

"No!" Dana's playing was passable, but her voice just wasn't right for singing.

He had blurted it out so fast that they both | aughed. "Maybe | should tell you a story,"
she said. "But then, you know all ny stories, Bowie." And all the secrets |'ve ever been able to
tell a full-breed Human

He nodded; he knew. Mbst people on Earth knew at |east sonething of Dana's origins-the
only known of fspring of a Zentraedi/Human mati ng. Then her parents had gone, as his had, on the
SDF- 3 expedition.

Bowi e smiled at Dana and she sniled back. They were two ei ghteen-year-ol ds about to take
up the trade of war.

"Bowi e," she said gently, "there's nmore to nilitary life than just maneuvers. You can nake
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it nore. 1'll help you; you'll see!"™ She sonetines thought secretly that Bowi e nmust w sh he had
inherited the great size and strength of his father, Vince Gant, rather than the conpact grace
and good | ooks of his nmother, Jean. Bowie was slightly shorter than Dana, though he was fierce
when he had to be.

He et out a long breath, then net her gaze and nodded slowy. Just then the alert
whooper s began soundi ng.

It sent a cold chill through them both. They knew that not even a nartinet |ike Supreme
Conmander Leonard woul d pick this afternoon for a practice drill. The UEG had too nuch riding on
the occasion to end it so abruptly.

But the alternative-it was so grimthat Dana didn't even want to think about it. Still,
she and Bowi e were sworn nenbers of the arned forces, and the call to battle had been sounded.

Dana | ooked at Bowie; his face registered his dismay. "Red alert! That's us, Bowi el C non
foll ow nme!"

He had been through so many drills and practices over the years that it was second nature
to him They dashed for the door, know ng exactly where they nmust go, what they nust do, and
superlatively able to do it.

But now, for the first tinme, they felt a real, icy fear that was not for their own safety
or an abstract like their performance in some test. Qut in the corridor Dana and Bowi e nmerged with
ot her graduates dashing along. Duffel bags and B-4 bags were scattered around the various roons
they ran past, clothing and gear strewn everywhere; nost of the graduates had been packing to go
hone for a while.

Dana and Bowi e were sprinting along with a dozen other graduates, their fifty, then nore
than half of the class. Underclassnen and wonen streaned from ot her barracks, racing to their
appoi nted places. Just like a drill.

But Dana could feel it, snell it in the air, and pick it up through her skin's receptors:
there was suddenly something out there to be feared. The cadet days of pretend-war were over
forever.

Suddenly, enphatically, Dana felt a deep fear as sonething she didn't understand stirred
i nside her. And wi thout warni ng she understood exactly how Bowie felt.

The young Robotech fighters-none ol der than ni neteen, some as young as sixteen-poured out
of their barracks and formed up to do their duty.

CHAPTER TWO

It seens an inprecise thought or ridiculously metaphysical question to some, | know, but | cannot
hel p but wonder. If the Robotech Masters rid thensel ves of their enptions, where did those

enoti ons go?

Wul d there not be sone conservation-of-energy |aw that woul d keep such enotions from di sappeari ng
conmpletely but would see themtransnuted into sonething el se? Wre they all sinply converted to
the Masters' vast |onging for power, hidden know edge, Protoculture, immortality?

And is that the byproduct of stepped-up intellect? For if so, the Universe has played us a
dreadful joke.

Zeitgeist, Insights: Alien Psychol ogy and the Second Robotech War

Cold Luna swng in its ages-old orbit. It had w tnessed cataclysnms in epochs | ong gone; it had
wat ched the seenmi ngly inpossible changes that had taken place on Earth through the | ong eons of
thei r conpani onshi p.

In recent times the noon had been a major |andmark in the war between Zentraedi and Hunman,
and | ooked down upon the devastation of Earth, fifteen years ago.

It was into the nmoon's cold | ee that Captain Henry G oval attenpted to spacefold the SDF-1
at the outset of the Robotech War. There was a grievous mscal culation (or the intercession of a
hi gher, Protocul ture-ordai ned plan, depending on whether or not one listened to the eccentric Dr.
Emi| Lang), and the battle fortress | eapt between di nensions to end up stranded out near Pl uto.

But doval's plan, using Luna as cover and sanctuary, was still a sound one. And today,
others were proving its worth.

Si x stupendous ships, five miles fromend to end through their |ong axes, materialized
soundl essly and serenely in the dawn. They were as strong and destructive and Robotechnol ogically
wel | - equi pped as the Masters could nake them

Still, they were wary. Earth had al ready provided a charnel house for mighty fleets; the
Robot ech Masters had no nore Zentraedi lives to spend, and had no intention of risking their own.
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The voi ce of one of the Robotech Masters echoed through the conmand ship. He was one of
the triumvirate that conmanded the expedition, that ruled the ships, the C onenasters, soldier-
androi ds, Scientist Triads, and the rest.

He had sprung fromthe humanli ke inhabitants of the planet Tirol, creatures who were
virtually Human in plasm and appearance. But the Robotech Master's words cane tonel essly,
expressionl essly, and w thout sound; he was in contact with the Protoculture, and so spoke wth
m nd al one

He sent his thoughts into the comuni cations bond that |inked his nmind with those of the
transforned overlords of his race, beings |ike himbut even nore elevated in their powers and
intellect-the three El ders.

The di senbodi ed words floated in the chilly nmetallic passageways. /W are in place, Elders-
behi nd the nmoon of our objective, the third planet. Al nonitoring and surveillance systens are
fully operational. You will begin receiving our primary transignal imediately./

The techni cal apparatus of the ships pulsed and flowed with light, and the power of
Protoculture. Sone parts suggested bl ood vessels or the nmaze of a highway system where pure
radi ance of shifting colors travel ed; others resenbl ed upsi de-down pagodas, suspended in the air,
made of blazing naterials |like nothing that had ever appeared in the Sol ar System before.

The enigmatic energi es opened a way across the lightyears, to a sphere |ike a blue
sapphire fifteen feet across. It threwforth brilliance, the glare splashing off the axkeen, hawk-
nosed faces of the three Elders who sat, enthroned in a circle, staring up at it. Fromfar across
the gal axy the Elders reached out with their nmnds to survey the Robotech Masters' situation

The El ders were of a type, fey and gaunt, dressed in regal robes but |ooking nore |ike
executioners. Al three had bald or shaven pates, their straight, fine hair falling belowtheir
shoul ders. Under their sharp cheekbones were scarlike creases of skin, suggestive of tribal marks,
that enphasi zed the severity of those |aser-eyed faces.

They studied the images and data sent to themby their servants, the Robotech Msters.

One of them N nuul, whose blue hair was stirred by the air currents, mndspoke. His
di senbodi ed voice was thick as syrup. /The first transignal is of the area where the highest
readi ngs of Protoactivity have been recorded. Prelimnary inspection indicates that it is
unguar ded. /

That pl eased the other Elders, but none of them evinced any enotion; they were above that,
purged of it |ong ago.

Hepsis, of the silver locks, cheek resting on his thin, long-fingered fist, forearmso
sl ender that it appeared atrophied, watched the transignal imges balefully. /HmMm You nean those
mounds of soil and rock? His voice was little different from N nuul's.

/Yes./

The three were | ooking at the transignal scene of the nassive artificial buttes that stood
in the center of what had once been the rebuilt Macross Cty. Although they didn't know the
history of that long clinmactic battle of the Robotech War, and didn't realize what they were
studyi ng; the transignal was showing themthe final resting places of the SDF1, the SDF-2, and
the flagship of Khyron the Backstabber.

Al'l three ships had been destroyed in those few m nutes of Khyron's last, suicidal attack
all had been quickly buried and the city covered over and abandoned due to the intense radiation
the last place ever to bear the name Macross.

Ni muul expl ained, /Zor's ship is probably-Vait!/

But he didn't have to draw their attention to it; Hepsis and Fallagar, the third El der
could see it for thenselves. For the first tine in a very long tinme, the Elders of the Robotech
Master race felt a msgiving that chilled even their polar nerves.

Three ni ght-black figures wavered in the enornous transignal globe, defying the best
efforts of the Masters' flagship's equipnment to bring theminto focus. The entities on the screen
| ooked like tall, sinister waiths, caped and cl oaked, high collars shadowi ng their faces-all dark
save for the light that beaned fromtheir slitted eyes.

Three, of course-as all things of the Protoculture were triad.

/ The area is guarded by a formof inorganic sentry,/ N nuul observed. /O it could be an
Invid trap of some kind./

Fall agar, his hair an ice-blue somewhere between his conrades' shades, gave nental voice
to their misgivings. /O it mght be sonething else,/ he pointed out. /Sonmething to do with the
thri ce-dammed Zor./

The images of the wraiths faded, then cane back a bit agai nst a background of static as
the transignal systenry struggled to maintain it. It seened that the ghostly figures knew they
wer e under observation-were toying with the Masters. The | amp-bright eyes seened to be staring
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strai ght at the El ders.

Then the i mage was gone, and nothing the Scientist Triad or C onemasters could do woul d
bring the Protoculture specters back into view Wite conbers of |ight washed through the bl ue
gl obe of the transignal imager again, show ng nothing of use.

By a comonality of mind, the Elders did not nention-refused to recognize-this resistance
to their will and their instrumentality. The guardian waiths woul d be discussed and dealt with at
the appropriate tine.

/What do you wish to view next, Elders?/ asked a deferential C onenmaster

Ni muul was suddenly even nore inperious, eager to shake off the daunting effects of the
| ong-di stance encounter with the waiths. /Show us the Iife forns that protected this planet from
our Zentraedi warriors and now hold sway over the Protoculture Matrix./

/Yes, Elder,/ the donenaster answered neekly.

Hepsis told the other two, /The Humans who obliterated our Zentraedi are no | onger
present, according to my surveillance readings, nmy Brothers. But their fellows seemready to
protect their planet with a simlar degree of cunning and skill./

The transi gnal was show ng them quick i mages of the UEG forces: Cosmic Unit orbital forts
and Civil Defense necha, ATAC fighting machines, and the rest.

One intercepted TV transm ssion was a sl ow pan past the nenbers of the 15th squad,
moni tored froma Southern Cross public information broadcast. The El ders saw Hunans with a hard-
trai ned, conpetent look to them and sonething else...sonething to which the Elders hadn't given
thought in a long, long tine.

It was youth. The canera showed them face after face-the smrking inpertinence of Corpora
Loui e Nichols; the nassive strength of Sergeant Angel o Dante; the flanboyance of their |eader, the
swashbuckl ing | adi es’ man, Lieutenant Sean Phillips.

The El ders | ooked at their enenmies, and felt a certain nisgiving even nore unsettling than
that of the wraiths' image.

The three rulers of the Robotech Masters, privy to many of the secrets of Protoculture,
were long-lived-would be Eternal, if their plans canme to fruition. And as a result of that, they
feared death, feared it nore than anything. The fear was controlled, suppressed, but it was
greater than any child' s fear of his worst nightnares, nore than any dread that any nortal
har bor ed.

But the young faces in the canmera pan didn't show that fear, not as the El ders knew it.
The young understand death far better than their elders will usually acknow edge, especially young
people in the mlitary who know their nunber could cone up any tine, any day. The faces of the
15th, though, told that its nenbers were willing to accept that risk-that they had found val ues
that nade it worthwhile.

That was disturbing to the Elders. They had cl ones and others who would certainly die for
them but none who would do so of their own volition; such a concept had | ong since been ground
mercilessly fromtheir race.

There was once nore that unspoken avoi dance of unpl easant topics anong the El ders. N nuul
tried to sound indifferent. /It is hard for me to believe that these life fornms could offer any
resi stance to us. They are so young and | ack conbat experience./

He and his fellows were purposely ignoring an unpl easant part of the equation. If, in war,
you're not willing to die for your cause but your eneny is willing to die for his, a terrible
wei ght has been set on one side of the scales.

The El ders shuddered, each within hinmself, revealing nothing to one another. /I|'ve seen
enough of this,/ Fallagar said, gathering his cloak like a falcon preparing to take wing, letting
i mpati ence show.

[ What i mages woul d you view now, Elders?/ asked the unseen Cl onenaster tentatively.

Fall agar's silent voice resounded through the viewi ng chanber. /I think we have enough
information on these life forms, so transnit whatever else you have on line. No matter how
interesting these abstractions may be, the tine has cone for us to deal with the probl ens at
hand! /

The gl obe swirled with cinnanon-red, canme back to blue, and showed the headquarters of the
Arny of the Sout hern Cross.

It was a soaring white negaconplex in the mdst of Monument City. The countrysi de was
marked with the corroded, crunpled mles-long remains of Zentraedi battlecruisers. They were
rammed bowfirst into the terrain, remants of the last, |ong-ago battle.

The headquarters' central tower cluster had been built to suggest the white gonfal ons, or
ensigns, of a holy crusade hangi ng from hi gh crosspieces. The towers were crowned with crenels and
nmerlons, |like a nedieval battlenent.
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It all looked as if sone arny of giants had been marshal ed. The architecture was nmeant to
do just that-announce to the planet and the world the ideals and esprit of the Arny of the
Sout hern Cross.

The nane "Southern Cross" was a heritage of those first days after the terrible Zentraedi
hol ocaust that had all but elimnated Human |ife on Earth. Less danage had been done in the
sout hern heni sphere than in the northern; many refugees and survivors were relocated there. A
cohesive fighting force was quickly organi zed, its nenber city-states all lying within view of the
nanesake constell ation

/Yes; we are through studying this planet for now,/ Fallagar declared. /Now establish
contact with our Robotech Masters./ It was tine for decisions to be passed down, fromEl der to
Robot ech Master, and so on down the line at last to the Bioroid pilots who woul d once nore carry
death and fire to Earth in their war necha

Signal s sprang anong the six ships' communications spars, which | ooked for all the world
i ke huge, segmented insect |egs.

/What you have shown us has pleased us,/ Fallagar said with no hint of pleasure in his
tone. /But now we nust conmmunicate with the inhabitants of this planet directly./

Wi | e the Robotech Masters were being alerted to hear their overlords' word, blue-haired
Ni muul said to his fellows, /I would nake a point: these invisible entities who guard the
Protocul ture masses within the mounds on Earth may require special and unprecedent ed-/

Anot her voice came as the gl obe showed the gat hered Robotech Masters. /El ders! W hear and
serve you, and acknow edge your | eadership and w sdoml/

Younger and at an earlier stage of their Protocul ture-generated personal evolution, the
Robot ech Masters | ooked in every way like slightly |Iess aged versions of the Elders. The Masters
had the gl eam ng pates, the chevronlike skin seans under each cheekbone, the fine, straight hair
that reached far down their backs and down their cheeks in I ong, w de sideburns. Their mental
voi ces had been given that eerie vibrato by direct exposure to Protoculture. They wore nonkish
robes with sash belts, their collars in the shape of a blooming Invid Fl ower of Life.

Like virtually everyone in their culture, the Robotech Masters were a triunvirate. The
slight differentiations anong nenbers of a triad, even differences of gender, served only to
enphasi ze their oneness.

The Masters stood each upon a snmall platform in a circle around their control nonitor, an
apparatus resenbling a nottled technol ogi cal nushroom five feet across, floating some five yards
above the deck. It was the Protoculture cap, source of their power.

Ni muul held his perpetual scow. /Your transignal imges were sufficiently informative,
and you have reported that your war necha are prepared. But now we rmust know if you are ready for
us to join you./

Fifteen years before, the race that called itself the Robotech Masters had sensed the
enor mous di scharge of Protoculture energy in the |ast battle on Earth. But their instrumentality
was depl et ed because the rebellious genius Zor had sent the last Protoculture Matrix away in the
SDF-1, and the Zentraedi's destruction and the endl ess war agai nst the Invid had nade great
demands on the remai ning reservoirs.

The Masters | acked the Protoculture power to send their arnada to the target world by the
al nost i nstant aneous shortcut of hyperspace-fold generation. Therefore, the El ders had di spatched
the six enornous nother ships, with their conplenments of assault craft and Bioroids, on a fifteen-
year voyage by nore conventional superluminal drive. Now that the journey was over, the Elders
meant to rejoin the expedition by nmeans of a small spacefold transference-of thensel ves.

But Shai zan, who nobst often spoke for the Robotech Masters, answered, his blue-gray hair
flowing with the novenents of his head. /No, Elders! W are very close to regaining the |ost
Protocul ture masses and recovering secrets that Zor attenpted to take to the grave with him But
we nmust not nmake the sane mistakes the Zentraedi nade!/

/W& must know nore about their strengths and weaknesses,/ added Dag, another Master
gazing up at the Elders' imge.

Ni muul 's frown deepened. /You nust not fail./ The Robotech Masters all bowed deeply to
their own Masters, the El ders.

When the El ders broke contact, the Robotech Masters |ooked in turn to the C onemasters and
the other triunvirates gathered bel ow the hovering Protoculture cap. Shaizan, gathering his blue
robes about him his collar hanging |ike an orange flower around his neck, snapped, "Now, do you
understand the plan, and do you anticipate any problens, group |eader?

The Cl onenasters and the rest | ooked in every way |ike Human mal es and fenmales, fair-
skinned for the nost part. They tended toward an aesthete slimess, with long hair and form
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fitting clothing that m ght have come fromthe early renai ssance, draped with short capelets and
cl oaks. Anpong their triunmvirates there was little differentiation in appearance or cl ot hing.

The C onenaster group |leader replied in a voice sonewhere between that of a Human and t hat
of a Robotech Master. "Master, every Bioroid pilot is briefed and prepared to execute the first
phase exactly as you have decreed. The only problemis in keeping our operators functional; our
Protoculture supplies are quite mninal."

Shai zan frowned at the group | eader as the Elders had frowned upon the Robotech Masters,
with that sanme angry ruthl essness. "Then double the nunmbers of Bioroid fighting mecha assigned to
the attack. You nmay draw additional Protoculture fromthe ships' engines only if it proves
absol utely indi spensable to success of the nission."

Dag, nore |lantern-jawed than his triunvirate-siblings, the nost intellectual of them
added, "If possible, | would Iike some Hunan captives for experinental purposes.”

Bowkaz, the nost military of the three Robotech Masters, contradicted, as was his
prerogative in tactical matters. "No," he told Dag. To the group |eader, he added, "You will
proceed, but only as per our original orders. Understood?”

The group | eader inclined his head respectfully. "As you will."

Shai zan nodded, inspecting the Conenmasters and the other triunmvirates coldly. "Then we
| ook forward to your success and trust that you will not fail."

The group | eader said enotionlessly, "W understand the consequences of failure, Mster."

As did everyone on the expedition, the Robotech Masters' |ast desperate throw of the dice.
The group | eader net their scow s. The Bioroid war machi nes were waiting to bring destruction to
t he unsuspecti ng Humans.

"W will not fail you," he vowed.

When the clone triunvirates had hurried away to execute the probing attack, the Robotech
Mast ers sumoned up an i mage of the naze of systenmry in their flagship. The living Protoculture
instrumental ity suggested internal organs, vascul ar tubes, clear protoplasnmc tracts strobing with
the ebb and fl ow of energy.

Dag bespoke his fellows. "If we could capture a Human, our m ndprobe woul d reveal whether
they' ve discovered any hint of the existence of the Protoculture Matrix."

"Not necessarily," Bowkaz replied.

They all | ooked at the shrunken nass of Protoculture left to them The secret of naking a
Matrix had died with Zor, and there was no other source of Protoculture in the known universe.
This Matrix was the Robotech Masters' |ast chance for survival

"There will be tine to interrogate the Hunans once they lie defeated and hel pl ess beneath
our heel," Shaizan said.

CHAPTER THREE

| couldn't really tell you who said it first-commo op, Black Lion, cruiser crewrenber-but sonebody
did, and, given the circunstances, everybody just naturally picked it up, starting then and there:
the Second Robotech War.

Li eutenant Marie Crystal, as quoted in "Overlords,"

Hi story of the Robotech Wars, Vol. CXlI

Space Station Liberty swung slowy in its Lagrange Five hol ding place, out near Luna. It conbined
the functions of outpost fortress, communications nerve center, and way station along the routes
to Earth's distant col onies on the nmoon and el sewhere. Its conpl ex commp apparatus, apparatus that
woul dn't function as well on Earth, was the Human race's only nethod of nmaintaining even
internmttent contact with the SDF-3 expedition. Liberty was in nany ways the keystone to Earth's
def enses.

And so it was the natural target.

"Liberty, this is Mion Base, Mon Base!"

The Moon Base commruni cati ons operator adjusted the gain on his transmtter desperately,
taking a nonent to eye the radar paints he had punched up on a nearby display screen

Fi ve bogi es, big ones, had come zooning around fromthe noon's dark side. The & section
was al ready sure they were nothing the Human race had even used or seen before. Perfornmance and
power readings indicated that they were form dabl e vessels, and course projections had them headed
straight for Liberty, at appalling speed.

"Why won't they answer? VWHY?" The commop op fretted, but some sort of interference had been
j anm ng everything since the bogies first appeared. And nothing Moon Base could get off the ground
coul d possibly catch the UFGCs.
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The op felt a cold sweat on his brow, for hinself as well as for the unsuspecting people
aboard the space station. If Liberty were knocked out, that woul d | eave Mon Base and the other
scattered Hurman sentry posts in the Solar Systemcut off, ripe for casual eradication

The indicators on his instrunents suddenly waffled; either the eneny had been obliged to
channel power away from janm ng and into weapons, shields, or whatever, or the signal-warfare
count erneasures conputers had cone up with a way to punch through a transnission. A dim static-
fuzzed voice from Li berty acknow edged.

The Moon Base op opened his headset m ke and began sending with frantic haste.

"Space Station Liberty, this is Mon Base. Flash nessage, | say again, flash nessage! Five
bogi es closing on you at vector eight-one-three-slash-four-four-niner! You nay not have them on
your scopes; they have been fading in and out on ours. W didn't know they were here until we got
a visual. Possible hostiles, | say again, possible hostiles. They're coning straight for you!"

In the Liberty Station comm center, another op was signaling the duty officer that a
flash nessage-a priority enmergency-was incom ng, even as he recorded the Moon Base transmi ssion

When it was done, he turned and exercised a prerogative put in place during the rebuilding
of Earth after the Zentraedi hol ocaust. There wasn't tinme for an officer to get to the como
center, evaluate the nessage, get in touch with the G staff, and have a red alert declared. Every
second was critical; the Human race had | earned that the hard way.

No op had ever used it before, but no op had ever faced this situation before. Wth the
decisive slap of a big, illuminated red button, a commp center corporal put the space station on
war footing, and warned Earth to follow suit.

He tried to piece together the rest of what the Moon Base op was saying just as he spied a
wat ch officer headed his way. The op covered his mke with his hand and called out, "Red fl ag,
ma'am Tell '"emto get the gun batteries warnmed up, 'cause we're in trouble!"

The commo |ieutenant nodded. She turned at once to a secure intercom signaling the
station's command center. Kl axons and al arm hooters began their din.

"Battle stations, battle stations! Laser and plasma gunners, prepare to open fire!"

Arnored gunners dashed to their posts as Liberty went on full alert. The heavily shiel ded
turrets opened and the ugly, gleamng snouts of the twin- and quad-barreled batteries rose into
view, traversing and coning to bear on the targets' |ast known approach vector

Near the satellite fortress, a flight of patrol ships swng around to intersect the
bogi es' approach. They were big, slow, delta-shaped cruisers, slated for replacement in the near
future. They were the first to feel the power of the Robotech Masters.

The five Robotech Master assault ships cane, sand-red and shaped |ike flattened bottles.
The | eader arrowed in at the Earth craft, opening up with energy cannon. A white-hot bolt opened
the side of the cruiser as if gutting a fish. Atnosphere and fireballs rushed fromthe Hunan ship.
Wthin it, crewren and wonen screanmed, but only briefly.

The Masters' warcraft plunged in, eager for nore kills.

"I can't raise any of the patrol cruisers, nma'am" the Liberty Station commo op told TASC
Li eutenant Marie Crystal. "And three of them have di sappeared fromthe radar screens.”

Marie | ooked up at the commo |ink that had been patched through to her by the commander of
the patrol flotilla with which her Tactical Arnmored Space Corps fighter squadron was serving. She
nodded, her delicate jaw set.

She was a pal e young worman in battle arnor, with blue eyes that had an exotic obliqueness
to them and short, unruly hair Iike black straw. There was an intensity to her very nuch |ike
that of an unhooded bird of prey.

"Roger that, Liberty Station. Black Lions will respond.” She ran a fast cal cul ation; the
flotilla had diverted fromits usual near-Earth duties when the combp breakdown occurred, and was
now very close to Liberty-close enough for binocular and tel escope sighting on the expl osions and
energy-bolt signatures out where the sneak attack had taken place, beyond the satellite.

"Qur ETA at your position in approximately ninety seconds fromlaunch." He acknow edged,
white-faced and sweating, and Marie broke the patch-up. Then she signaled her TASC unit, the Bl ack
Lions, for a hot scranble.

"Attention all pilots. Condition red, condition red. This is not a drill, | say again,
this is not adrill. Prepare for inmediate |aunch, all catapults. Black Lions prepare to | aunch

The decks reverberated with the inpact of running arnored boots. Marie led the way to the
hangar deck, her horned flight helnmet in one hand. There was all the usual nadness of a scranble,
and nore, because no one anobng the young Southern Cross soldiers had ever been in conbat before.

Mari e boarded her Veritech fighter with practiced ease, even though she was wei ghted down
by her body armor. The scal ed-up cockpit had roomfor her in the bul ky superalloy suit, but even

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2007%20Southern%20Cross.txt (9 of 64) [1/19/03 4:59:58 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2007%20Southern%20Cross. txt

so, and even after years of practice she found it a bit nore snug than she woul d have |i ked.

The Tactical Arnored Space Corps' front-line fightercraft had been decreased in size quite
a bit since the Robotech War because they no | onger needed to go to a Battl oi d-npde size that
would et themslug it out toe-to-toe with fifty-foot-tall Zentraedi warriors or their huge
Batt | epods.

Her maint crew got her seated properly and ready to taxi for launch. As Marie sat studying
the gauges and instrunments and indicators on her panel, she didn't realize how much Iike a slim
keen-eyed Joan of Arc she | ooked in her arnor.

Strange, she brooded. It's not like |I thought it would be. I'm anxious but not nervous.

Crewpeopl e with spacesuits color-coded to their jobs raced around, seeing to ordnance and
nmoving craft, or racing to take their places in the catapult crews. They, too, tended to be young,
a part of Robotechnol ogy's new generation, shouldering responsibilities and facing hazards that
made them adults while nost of themwere still in their teens. Even in peacetinme, death was a part
of virtually every cruise, and the smallest mishap could cost |ives.

The Bl ack Lions |aunched and fornmed up; the eneny ships turned toward them but altered
course at the last nonent, |aunching their own smaller craft.

"What are those things?" Second Lieutenant Snyder, whose callsign was Bl ack Beauty, yelled
when the eneny fighters came into visual range, already firing.

CGone were the sinple nunmeral callsigns of a generation before; Earth was a feudal hegenony
of city-states and regi onal power structures, bound by virtually nedieval |oyalties, under the
iron fist of the UEG and the planet's mlitary reflected that. So did the arnor of the Southern
Cross's ultratech knights, including Marie's own helnmet, with its stylized horns.

"Shut up and take 'em " Marie snapped; she hated unnecessary chatter on a tac net. "And
stick with your w ngnen!"

But she didn't blame Black Beauty for being shocked. So, the Zentraedi are back, she
thought. O sonebody a lot like them

The bogies that were zooming in at the Black Lions were facel ess arnored figures nearly
the size of the alien invaders who appeared in 1999 to savage Earth and initiate the Robotech War
These were different, though: They were Hunanoi d-1 ooki ng, though insectlike; Zentraedi Battl epods
were |ike headl ess alloy ostriches bristling with cannon

Mor eover, these things rode sw ft, maneuverabl e saucer-shaped Hovercraft, |ike outlandish
wal ki ng battleships riding waterjet platfornmns.

But they were fast and deadly, whatever they were. The Hovercraft di pped and changed
vector, prodigal with their power, perform ng maneuvers that seened inpossible outside of
atnosphere. Up until today that had al ways been a Veritech specialty.

About twenty of the intruders dove in at a dozen Bl ack Lions, and the dogfighting began
Fi fteen years had gone by since the last tinme Human and alien had cl ashed, and the answered
prayers that were peace were suddenly vacat ed.

And the dying hadn't changed.

The smal |l vol une of space, just an abstract set of coordinates, becane the new killing
ground. VT and Bioroid circled and pounced at one another, fired or dodged dependi ng upon who had
t he advant age, maneuvered furiously, and came back for nore.

The aliens fired extrenmely powerful energy weapons, nost often fromthe bul ky systens
packages that sat before themon their control stenms. That gave the Lions the eerie feeling that a
horde of giant metallic water-skiers was trying to inmolate them

But the arrangenent only | ooked funny; incandescent rays flashed fromthe control-stem
projectors, and three TASC fliers died al nbst at once. The saucer-shaped Hoverplatforns turned to
seek new prey. This tinme they denonstrated that they could fire fromapertures in the bodies of
their saucercraft as well as those in the control stem housings.

"Bl ack Beauty, Black Beauty, two bogies on your tail!" John Zal enga, who was known as
White Knight, called out the warning. "Go to turbo-thrust!" Marie spared a quick glance to her
comop di splay, and saw Zal enga's white-visaged helnmet with its brow vanes on one side of a split-

screen, Snyder's ebony headgear, |ike sone turbaned, veiled nuslimchanpion's on the other
But before Snyder could do anything about his dilenmma, the two were on him their fire
crisscrossing on his VI's tail. Marie heard the fight rather than saw it, because at that noment

she had the shot she wanted at a darting alien Hovercraft.

VT armanment had changed in a generation: gone were the autocannon and their depleted
transurani c shells. Amplified | aser arrays sent pul ses of destructive power through the vacuum
Arnored saucer-platformand arnored alien rider disappeared in a cloud of flame and shrapnel

Marie's gaze was | evel and intent behind her tinted visor. "W |ost Black Beauty; the rest
of you start flying the way you were taught! Start flying |like Black Lions!"
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Qutside of a few nminor brushfire conflicts over borders, the VIs of Marie's generation had
never flown conmbat before. Certainly, Aerial Combat School was nothing like this: real eneny fire
and real friends being blown to rags of sizzling flesh and cinders, with the next volley com ng at
you.

But Marie's voice and their training put the Lions back in control. The survivors got back
into tight pairs, covering one another as the Bioroids came back for another run

"Going to Cuardian node," Marie bit out, her breath rasping a little in her hel net
facemask. They were all pulling lots of gees in the hysterical maneuvering of the dogfight; as
trained, they |locked their legs and tightened their mdsections to keep the blood up in their
heads, where it was needed. The grunting and snorting for breath nmade the Bl ack Lions' tac net
sound as if sonme desperate tug-of-war were in progress.

Marie pulled the triplet-levers as one; her VT began changi ng.

None of the intricacies of nechanmorphosis mattered rmuch to the young VT | eader with a sky
full of bogies coming at her. Al Marie really cared about was that when she sumoned up her
craft's Guardian configuration, the order was obeyed.

She could feel the craft shifting and changi ng shape around her, nodul es sliding and
structural parts reconforming thenselves, |ike some fantastic nechanical origam . In nonents,
Veritech becane Guardian, a giant figure like a cross between a warrior and a space-battl ecruiser
a sl eek eagl e of Robotechnol ogy.

"CGot you covered, White Knight," she told Zalenga. "Here they cone." The Masters' battle
mecha surged in at them the flashes of their fire lighting the expressionless insect eyes of the
Bi oroi ds' head-turrets.

But the next joust of spaceborne pal adins was very different fromwhat had gone before.
The Guardi an had nost of the speed of a Veritech, but the increased maneuverability and firepower
that came frombringing it closer to anthroponorphic form Mre or Iess the formof the Bioroids.

But nore, Marie Crystal thought her craft through its change and its actions. The secret
of Robotech necha lay in the pilot's helnet-the "thinking cap,” as it had been dubbed. Receptors
there picked up thought inpulses and translated theminto the necha's actions. No other contro
system coul d have given a nachine that kind of agility and battl e-prowess, which seened nore |ike
those of a living thing.

Mari e dodged one Hovercraft's fire, neatly missing that of the thing' s conpanion, darting
like a superall oy dragonfly. She controlled her mecha with deft mani pul ati ons of the gross notor-
control s-hand and foot controls there in the cockpit-but nore inmportant, she thought her Guardi an
through the firefight. Mental imaging was the key to Robotech warfare.

The lead Bioroid was firing at a place Marie's Quardi an no | onger occupi ed. She blasted it
dead center with an alnost frugally short burst of intense fire, a hyphen of novafire that was
gone nearly before it had begun. The Bioroid erupted outward in fireball dem se.

She ducked the backup Bioroid s cannonade, too, and wove through it to fix the alien mecha
in her gunsight reticle and shoot. The second Bioroid was an articul ated fortress-bul bous-

f orearned, bul bous-1egged-one nonent, and a superheated gas cloud headed for entropy the next.

The other Black Lions weren't slowto pick up on the new tactics. Sone went to QGuardian
node, and one or two to Battloid-the Veritech equival ent of the Bioroids-while one or two renai ned
in Fighter nmode. The Bioroids sinply could not adjust to the snorgasbord of Earthly war-necha
suddenly facing them

Tabl es turned, and it was the invader mecha that di sappeared in spheres of white-hot
explosion. Then it becane apparent that they had had enough; like oily, scuttling beetles, the two
or three survivors hunkered over their control stens and fl ed.

A controller fromthe Lions' cruiser got through to themjust as they were preparing to
mechanor phose and pursue the eneny until none were |eft.

"Bl ack Lion Team break contact! Al Veritechs, break contact! Let 'emgo for now, Lions,
and return to the ship at once.”

The bal | ooni ng expl osi ons began to die away; Marie gathered up her unit unhurriedly,
enjoyi ng mastery of the battlefield.

But she knew that the tactics that had won the Lions this day's fight mght not be as
ef fective next time. And she knew, too, that the force her team had faced was probably a
negligible nunber in terms of the eneny's total strength.

She thrust the thought aside. Today was a victory; enbattled humanity, cast into the eye
of the stormof interstellar Robotech warfare again, had to relearn the skill of taking things one
nmoment, one battle, one breath of life at a tine.
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CHAPTER FOUR

It was Bowie |'d legally taken as my ward, his parents being anong nmy closest friends, but it was
of ten Dana who gave me greater cause for worry. Wth her m xed parentage and the grief she
sonetimes got about it, she was often torn between two distinct nodes of behavior, the sternly
mlitary and the wildly anti-authoritarian

And, none of us really know what it was Lang, and | ater Zand, were doing to her in those
experinments when she was a baby. W suspect it had sonmething to do with Protocul ture, and
activating the alien side of her nature.

But Zand knows one thing: he knows how close | canme to killing himwi th nmy bare hands that day
when | cane to take baby Dana away fromhim And if anything ever happens to her because of what
he did, Zand's fears will be borne out.

Fromthe personal journal of Mjor General Rolf Enerson

Li ke nost Southern Cross military facilities, the place was roony. The devastating attacks of the
Zentraedi had seen to it that Earth would have no problenms with popul ation density for sone tine
to cone.

This one was a large, truncated cone, an airy building of snoky blue glass and gl eam ng
blue tile, set on a framework of blue-tinted alloy. The architecture had a nostal gic art-deco | ook
toit. It was big even though it served only as barracks to a relatively few people; nmuch of the
above-ground area was filled with parts and equi pnent storage and repair areas, arnory, Kkitchen
and dining and | avatory facilities, and so on. In sone ways it was a self-contai ned world.

Mounted on its front was an enornous enlargenent of a unit crest, that of the Al pha
Tactical Armored Corps, the ATACs, and beneath that the squad designation: 15.

The crest was |avish, alnmost rococo, with ranmpant lion and unicorn, crown, gryphon, stars,
shields, and the rest. The viewer had to | ook closely to see that one el enent of what was supposed
to be crossed nmachetes | ooked nore like...rabbit ears. The 15th had an old, gallant, and highly
decorated past but a reputation for trouble, and for deviltry as well. The origin of the rabbit
ears in its heraldry had a hundred different versions, and quite possibly none of themwere true

Inside, in a unit ready-room there was an unusual |evel of banter going on, with alnpost a
celebratory air. The sanme alarmthat had disrupted Dana's graduati on day proceedings, as word cane
of attack from space, had taken the ATACs off a peacetinme footing.

Dana and Bowi e had spent a week with the 15th, getting ready for the foll owup attack that
never cane. But at least there was no nore falling out for silly make-work details or drudge jobs
fromthe duty roster; the 15th had nade sure it was ready to go, then had been ordered to stand-to
and remain in barracks pursuant to further orders.

Incivilian terms, it was a little like a small lottery win. The troopers of the 15th were
nappi ng or reading or chatting am ably to one another or watching vid. Bowie Gant was fooling
around at an ancient upright piano that someone had scavenged for the 15th over a decade before;
by diligent work he had gotten it back in tune, and now played it with eyes closed. On his torso
harness and arm brassards were the 15th's crests.

Near him Louie N chols listened indifferently to the nusic while he cl eaned and
reassenbled a |laser pistol. Totally synthesized synaptic-inductance nusic with enhanced si nu-
sensory effects was nore to Louie's liking; the | anky corporal was a sort of maverick technica
genius given to endless tinkering and preoccupation with gadgetry.

Still, Bowie's nusic wasn't too bad for primtech stuff, Louie decided. Bowi e was |iked
wel | enough after a week in the 15th, but he was still a bit of an oddball, |ike Louie hinself. A
man who | ooked out at the world through big, square, heavily tinted goggl es-few peopl e had seen
Loui e's eyes, even in the shower. Louie had decided Bowie was a misfit and therefore sonewhat of a
ki ndred soul, and that Dana was a bit of the same. So he had taken to the 15th's newest troopers.

Q hers had accepted themtoo, though there was a little cool ness toward Dana; she had been
assigned as the 15th's new Executive O ficer since the old XO had been hospitalized after a
trai ning naneuver injury. It was all perfectly ordinary, since she had been conm ssioned out of
t he Acadeny, but-she was the first woman in the 15th, one of the first in the ATAC

Two privates were killing tine with a chess gane. "D you hear the |atest skinny?" the
smal | er one asked casually. "Qur CO s gonna be in stockade for a while."
Hi s big, beefy opponent shrugged, still studying his bishop's dilenma. "Too bad Sean's

such a | adies' nman-too bad for him™

"He shouldn't've nade a pass at a superior officer," the first said.

A third, who had been ki bbitzing, contributed, "Sean just didn't have his mind right, or
he woul d' ve known better. Ya just don't go grabbing a colonel's daughter |ike that."

No, indeed; especially when the daughter was herself a captain. But scuttlebutt had it
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that the grabbing had gone rather well and that initial reaction was favorable, until the ATAC

O ficer of the Day wandered in and found arny furniture being put to highly unauthorized use, as
it were, by arny personnel who were supposedly on duty. It was just about then that the colonel's
daughter started yelling for help

It was a brief court-nmartial, and word was that Lieutenant Sean Phillips grinned al
through it. A constant stream of letters and CARE packages, sent by other fenmale admirers, was
bri ght eni ng up his guardhouse stay.

Sergeant Angel o Dante, engrossed in a conversation of his own, snorted, "Aw, all she is is
a snotty, knowit-all teenager!" He had served under Sean for sonme tine, and resented seeing him
repl aced. He was so preoccupied with it that he didn't realize the rec-roomdoor had slid open and
the repl acenent was standing there.

"Why, Angel o, you say the sweetest things," a lively fenmal e voice said nockingly. Everyone
| ooked around, startled, to see Dana posed gl anprously in the doorway. The brevet pips were gone
fromher torso harness; she had been pronpted fromtenporary XO a kind of on-the-job training-to
the CO slot, now that Sean was going to be spending sone time playing rock-hockey over at the
st ockade.

Bowi e stood up fromthe piano with a snmle on his face. "Congratul ati ons, Lieutenant
Sterling," he said with genuine delight, nuch as he disliked the mlitary.

Nobody bothered to call attention; the 15th was a casual kind of place under Sean. But
there were a few appreciative whistles and murrmurs for Dana's pose, and Evans, the supply
sergeant, raised a coffee nug to her fromhis place on a stool at the (currently dry) bar. "A
toast! To the cutest second |lieutenant in the ATACs!" he said, pronouncing it AY-tacks.

QO her voi ces seconded the sentinment. Dana strolled over toward Angel o Dante with a
seductive, swivel-hipped gait. "What's the matter, Angie? Don't think |I'mtough enough?" She gave
hima | anguorous snmile and kept it there as she gave hima swift kick in the shin.

Angel o was utterly shocked, but he barely let out a grunt; he was a tall, nuscul ar nan,
well known for his strength and ability to withstand puni shnent. Dana | et the guffaws and catcalls
go on for a few seconds as the 15th razzed Angelo for being taken off guard. Angel o rubbed his
shin and snarled at her retreating back, but inside he was suddenly reeval uating his opinion of
"M ss Cadet," as he had been calling her

Dana crossed to the window, then whirled on them cutting through the hoots and catcalls.
"Fall in! On the double!"

There was a confused hal f-second of disbelief, then the 15th scranbled to stand at
attention in two precise ranks, facing her. "Now what's she trying to prove?" Angel o heard soneone
nmut ter.

Dana | ooked them over, hands | ocked behind her back. She waited a few seconds in the
absol ute silence, then said, "Y know, |'ve been giving this a |ot of thought. And |'ve decided
that this squad is dull. Definitely cute, but dull."

She wal ked al ong the front rank, inspecting her new command. "However, | think there's
still hope for you, so prepare to nove out!"

She had cone to the end of the front rank, where Angel o stood gl owering at her. "Sonething
on your mnd, Angie?"

He said, tight-lipped, "I could be wong about this, but aren't we on ready-reaction duty
this week?"

The ready-reaction squad was a kind of fire brigade, ready to nove at once shoul d any
troubl e occur, either at the base or el sewhere. The fact that it had to be ready to nove on a
nmonent's notice neant that the ready-reaction force usually kept all personnel in or immediately
around its barracks.

But Dana gave Angel o a scornful |ook. "Wat's that got to do with a traini ng nmaneuver?"

It wouldn't actually be breaking a reg, but it would be bending sone. "Wll, we haven't
gotten official clearance fromreginental HQ"

If there was a funny, warm Hurman side to her, there was a fire-breathing Zentraedi anazon
side, too. Dana's eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared. "If you're |l ooking to be busted to buck
private, Dante, just keep doing what you're doing! 'Cause | give the orders here and you obey
them "

The usually gruff Angel o unexpectedly broke into a smle. "If you say so, Lieutenant." The
simpl est solution would be to give the kid enough rope, and even egg her on a little w thout being
too obvi ous about it.

Dana showed | ocked teeth and the assenbl ed 15th wondered silently if steamwas going to
start coming out of her ears. "If you have a problem Sergeant, maybe | ought to send you to get
your Chaplain Card punched. Or do you just resent taking orders froma wonan?"
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That stung Angel o, who was what he liked to think of as a little ol d-fashioned, but didn't
want to be branded a sexist. He drew a deep breath. "That's not it at all, Lieutenant, but with
all this trouble out at Liberty and the Moon Base-what if sonethi ng happens and we're not here?"
He gave her a condescending snile

Dana was furious. Dante plainly didn't think she was fit to command, to fill the shoes of
t he dashing, devil-may-care Sean Phillips. So the 15th respected officers with a wild streak only,
of ficers who were daredevils? She'd show them that Dana Sterling could | ead the pack

"In that case, Sergeant," she said, smirking, "why don't you just sit here and tw ddl e
your thunbs? The rest of you, get to your Hovercycl es! Mve out!"

She's acting like it's all just a big picnic, Angelo saw. | just hope she doesn't get us
all into trouble.

But as the 15th dashed for the drop-rack, whoopi ng and shouting, Angelo was right with
t hem

The drop-rack was a sort of skeletal |adder that, |like a conveyor belt or pater-noster
moved downward endl essly, a nodern-day firenen's pole giving quick access to the notor pools bel ow
ground | evel

At the first notor pool level, the troopers junped fromthe drop-rack with practiced ease,
just before it disappeared through a square opening in the floor, bound for the next |evel down,
where the Hovertanks were kept.

The 15th dashed to its Hovercycl es, one-seater surface-effect vehicles built for speed and
maneuverability. Dana | eapt astride her saddle, taking 'the handl ebars. "Recon patrol in G sector
gentl enmen!”

She settled her goggles on her face, gunned the engine. "Let's...go-oo00!" The 15th shot
away after her, yahooi ng and giving rebel yells.

Dana | aughed, exulting. Wwoever said a drill couldn't be fun?

First they barrel ed through Monunent City on a joyride that sent civilian pedestrians
scuttling for safety. The cycles roared up and around access ranps and cl overl eafs, threaded
through traffic, and got into cornering duels with one another. The troopers yelled to one anot her
and how ed their encouragenent to Dana, who had taken the | ead.

She loved it, |loved setting the pace and hearing her nmen cheer her on. "See if you can
keep up with ne, guys!" She gave a burst of thruster power, leaping the railing to | and on an
access ranp higher up and several yards away. They were headed the wong way, agai nst onconi ng
traffic.

Sonehow, nobody was killed; the cycles deftly junped the cars with thruster bursts, and
the careening civilian cars managed not to anni hilate one another as they slewed to avoid the
troopers. Fists were shaken at them and obscenities hurled, but the Southern Cross soldiers were
above it all, literally and figuratively.

Then it was down onto a mpjor traffic artery, for a flat speed run into the badl ands on
Monunent City's outskirts. Rusting Zentraedi w eckage of the Robotech War dotted the | andscape.
This particular area still hadn't recovered fromthe alien fusillade that had devastated nearly
the entire planet some seventeen years before; it |ooked nore |ike the noon.

"Fokker Base is only a few nore nmiles," Dana yelled over the wind and the sound of the
engi nes. "W'll stop there!"

As Bowi e passed the word, she thought sarcastically, Al this commanding is such a | ot of
wor k. Then she | aughed al oud into the rushing air.

Mari e Crystal and her Black Lions were relaxing in the squadron canteen when the shrilling
of the Hovercycle engi nes approached. The VT pilots had just finished an afternoon of target runs.

Dana came to a stop with a blare of thruster power and a blast of dust and debris. She
hopped from her cycle as the rest of the 15th drew up next to her. She | ooked the enornous base
over; Fokker wasn't far fromthe Humanmade nmounds that covered the fallen SDF-1, SDF-2, and the
flagshi p of Khyron the Backstabber.

The place was the hone of Tactical Air Force and Cosmic Units along with the TASC
Veritechs, as well as experinental facilities and an industrial conplex. It was al so a commD nexus
and regi onal comand headquarters.

I nsi de the canteen a nohawked VT pilot inspected the 15th through a |arge pernapl as
wi ndow. "Uh-oh, |ooks |ike school's out."

Dana was gazi ng back at the pilots now. "Hey, the eagles are being |l ed by a dove, huh?"
sai d one Lion approvingly.

Mari e set hands on hips and hmphed. "More like turkeys being | ed by a goose,” she
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sneer ed.

Dana | ed her nmen in and was confronted by First Lieutenant Marie Crystal. Dana sal uted,
and Marie barked, "State your mssion."

Dana saw that the hospitality carpet was definitely not out. There had al ways been rivalry
bet ween the TASCs and the ATACs; their VTs and Hovertanks had sone Robotech capabilities in comon
and therefore at tinmes ended up with overl apping m ssion responsibilities. There was strong
di sagreenment about which nmecha was better in this node or that, and which was the all-around
superior. Mire than a few fists had fl own over the subject.

This was the first tinme Dana had encountered such hostility, though. She had chosen
Hovertanks because, she was certain, they were the nost versatile, form dable necha ever invented,
so she wasn't about to take guff from sone VT bus driver

Dana identified herself, then drawled, "It's been a hard ride an' a dusty road. Y wouldn't
happen to have a little firewater around, would yuh, pard?"

That had the 15th guffawi ng and the Bl ack Lions choking on their coffee. Marie Crystal's
brows nmet. "Wsat'd you do, kid, escape froma western? Don't you know how a comander's supposed
to behave, even the commander of a flock of kiddie cars?"

Now Dana was annoyed, too. "My squad's got nore citations for excellence than you could
fit into your afterburner! Number one in every training naneuver and war gane it's ever been in!"

Marie smiled indul gently, maddeningly. "Games don't prove a thing; only conbat does."

Dana deci ded things had gone far enough. The 15th and the Lions were eyei ng one anot her
some of them rubbing their knuckles thoughtfully.

Dana turned to go, but threw back over her shoulder, "My unit would never turn its back on
a real fight, Lieutenant."

Her troopers began to follow her, but one of the VT fliers-Eddie Muntz, a pinch-faced
little guy with a reputation as a troubl enaker-junped to his feet. He called after them "Hey,
wai t! Don'tcha want a cuppa coffee?"

Royce, a tall, skinny trooper wearing horn-rimed gl asses, turned to tell himno thanks.
He got nost of a full cup flung into his face.

Eddi e Muntz stood | aughi ng, managing to gasp, "Nothing |ike a good cuppa Java, | always
say!" He was convul sing so hard that he didn't see what was headed his way.

"Try this," Bowie Gant invited, and tagged Muntz with an uppercut that sent him crashing
back across the table. Bowie didn't like the army, or violence, but senseless cruelty was
sonet hing that sinply enraged him

A coupl e of Lions helped Muntz to his feet, one of themgrowing, "So, the kids want to
pl ay rough."

Munt z wi ped blood fromhis split [ip. "Pretty good for sonebody in day care," he adnitted.
Then he | aunched hinmsel f through the air to tackle Bow e.

But Bowi e was ready for him the ATAC trooper caught a hold of Muntz's uniformat the same
time bringing up one foot and setting it in the juncture where | eg net abdonen. Bow e fel
backward to the floor, rolling, pulling his opponent with him and pushing himw th the foot that
was in Muntz's mdsection. It was just |ike Bowi e had been taught at Acadeny hand-to-hand cl asses;
with a wild screamthe practical joker went flying through the air straight over Bow e's head.

Bowi e's only m scal cul ati on was that Dana was right in Muntz's trajectory. The VT pil ot
crashed into her headfirst and bore her to the floor. They lay in a tangle of arms and legs, with
Dana hollering at the dazed Muntz to get off her.

Dana's scrabbling hand encountered a piece of netal, a table leg that had rolled there
after Muntz's first fall. She grabbed it just as the VT pilot shook his head and | eapt to his feet
to face Bowi e again.

His luck wasn't any better this tinme;, Bowie was just out of the Acadeny, young and fast
and in good shape. He rocked Muntz back with a |left hook, and Muntz ended up knocking Marie
Crystal back onto a couch, lying across her lap. Wile Marie pounded his head and how ed at himto
get off her, the riot got going in earnest.

As chairs were flung and punches thrown, kicks and | eg-blocks vigorously exchanged, Dana
suddenly realized what she had gotten herself and the 15th into.

And she stood nunmbly, watching a nental image of her lieutenant's bars as they flew away
into the clouds forever on little wings. | wonder if Sean's got any CARE packages to spare, there
in the stockade? she thought.

CHAPTER FI VE
The occasion of the 15th's first social encounter with the Black Lions was rather |ess auspicious
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t han subsequent, nore cooperative nilitary collaborations. It is a fact, though, that the ATACs
ever thereafter insisted on referring anong thenselves to Veritech recons and penetration strikes
in football-play jargon, as "Debutantes Go Long."

Zachary Fox, Jr., Men, Winen, Mecha: the Changed Landscape of the Second Robotech War

Dana waved the table leg, shouting, "Stop! Stop this imediately!" It didn't do a bit of good.
The brawl was a confused sequence of split-second events; time and di stance seened
strangely altered. A blond VT pilot swng his forearminto the face of a 15th trooper; another of

Dana's nmen downed the nphawked Bl ack Lion with a dropkick.

An ATAC was on the floor with a VT pilot's head in a |l eg | ock; Shiro had Evans down and
bent the wong way, painfully, in a "Boston crab." Marie Crystal finally got the groggy Eddie
Muntz off her just in time to have Louie Nichols and a VT nan with whom he was | ocked i n conbat
pile into her and bear her down in a struggling heap

Dana couldn't think of anything to do but keep yelling "Stop! Stop!" and wave the table
leg. It didn't acconplish nmuch, and she had to stop even that and duck suddenly as a Bl ack Lion
flung bodily by Angel o Dante went crashing through the big wi ndow behind her

The broken window let in a sound that made Dana's bl ood run cold: police sirens. An M
carrier was coming hell-for-leather across the field toward the canteen, all lights flashing. Dana
turned and bell owed, "MPs! Hey, it's the MPs! Let's get outta here!"

QO her voices took up the cry, and in seconds the brawl was over. Marie Crystal | ooked on
as the 15th raced after its |eader, hopping on Hovercycles. Dana nade sure all her nmen had gotten
out. "Split up! We'll neet back at the barracks!" The ATACs zoonmed off in all directions.

Dana gunned her engine and headed off straight for the police van. It was cl oser now, an
open surface-effect vehicle, and she could see that there was a fifteen-foot-tall police robot
standi ng back on the troop carrier bed. Dana calmy watched the distance cl ose; she was detern ned
to keep the MPs busy until the rest of the 15th had tine to get clear

The MP maj or standi ng behind the open cab felt sudden nisgivings as the cycle rider cane
straight at the van's windshield. He |l et out a squawk and went for his sidearm steadying it at
her with both hands over the top of the cab. "Stop or I'll shoot! Look out!"

The latter was because Dana had increased speed and hit her thrusters. The major dove for
cover, thinking she was out to decapitate him But at the last instant she took the cycle up in a
thruster-junp, neatly tagging the police robot's head with the sky-scooter's tail. The robot
toppl ed backward like a falling sequoia as the major screaned in horror. The sound the machi ne
made agai nst the hardtop resenbl ed that of several boilers being rung |ike gongs.

The Bl ack Lions stood outside the canteen, watching, as Dana threw thema jaunty wave and
di sappeared in the distance. Marie Crystal stood with hands on hips, a feline snmle on her face.
"Not bad for a beginner, Lieutenant Sterling. You show real promise." And you haven't heard the
| ast of the Bl ack Lions!

The MP van slowed to a stop. The mmjor shook his head in disgust, watching the ATAC cycl es
| eave dust trails to all points of the conpass. Doesn't the Acadeny teach these hoodl uns the
di f ference between us and the eneny?

The robot lay unnmoving, but its visor lit with red flashes with each word it spoke.
"Hovercycl e operator identified as Lieutenant Dana Sterling," the nonotone voi ce announced,
"Fifteenth ATAC squad." It nade sonme strange noi ses, then added, "Recomrend inmedi ate
apprehension. | don't feel very well. May we return to headquarters now? Perhaps you could give ne
a hand up, sir. Wvt! Wwarrrzzzp! Kktppsssst! Reenlistnent bonus? Sounds good to ne!"

The maj or gave the robot a little first-echel on maintenance in the formof a good swift
ki ck.

On a noonlit night with the silver veins of cloud overhead, Monunent City had the | ook of
a place transported to an eldritch graveyard. The wi nd-scul pted crags and peaks around it, the
rusting dead | eviathans of the Zentraedi weckage, the barrenness of the countryside that began at
the city limts-it all suited Dana's despair precisely.

Earlier that day she had led the 15th in a triunphant joyride up a curving concrete access
ranmp; now she crouched in an alley beneath it, in a part of the city where, she hoped, she could
pass as just one nore vagrant.

Sitting near the pile of refuse that conceal ed her cycle, hugging herself to conserve body
heat, Dana sat with her back against a brick wall and tried to figure out what to do next.
Eventual | y, she knew, she nust return to the base and face the charges that woul d be brought
agai nst her; she just wanted some tinme to think things through. She was reassessing her entire
concept of what it neant to be a commander
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Dana si ghed and | ooked up at the cold, dianondbright nmoon, and wondered whet her Humans-
whet her she-woul d be fighting and dying there soon. If there was a war com ng, as everybody was
sayi ng, she didn't have too nmuch to fear fromthe MPs or a court-nartial; the Southern Cross Arny
woul d need a capabl e young Hovertank officer too nuch to let her noulder in stir for very |ong.
Besi des, there was General Enerson, family friend and unofficial guardian, and though she hated
the idea of asking for help, his influence could work wonders for her

But she woul d be | eading men and wonen into battle, and possible death; she nust not make
any nore m sjudgnments. She hated bei ng nocked and wonged, and she | onged so very much to connect
wi t h somet hi ng- perhaps her squadnates would be like the fanmily she had never really known.

She sighed, pulling a holobead froman inner uniform pocket. Thunbing it in the di ness of
the alley, she | ooked again on the inage she had seen ten thousand tines before.

There was Max Sterling, the greatest VT pilot who had ever |ived, pale and boyish, with
oversize corrective glasses and blue-dyed hair. Next to himwas Mriya Parino Sterling, the wonman
who had commanded the Zentraedi's elite Quadrono Battalion, reduced froma giantess to Human
proportions by a Protoculture sizing chanber, a woman with the predatory |look of a tigress, and
all the sleek beauty of one as well.

But they clung to each other lovingly, and between themthey held a happy, blue-haired
baby. Dana.

And now they' re-who knows? she thought. She | ooked at the stars and reflected, as she did
al rost every night, that her nother and father m ght be beyond the nost distant of them O m ght
be dead. Few comuni cations had been received fromthe SDF-3 expedition to find and deal with the
Robot ech Masters.

Dana pressed a minute switch, and the hol obead showed its other image. An odd-looking trio
stood there: Konda, tall and Iean, with purple hair and an expression that said he knew sonething
others didn't; Bron, big and broad, with such strong, callused hands and yet such a sweet, gentle
nature; and Rico, small and wiry and fiery, dark-haired and nercuri al

Dana | ooked on themfondly; in front of them stood a Dana who was perhaps five, her hair
its natural yellow color now, grinning and holding Bron's forefinger, squinting because the sun
was in her eyes. The 15th's new perhaps fornmer, by now CO heaved another sigh

Konda and Bron and Rico were former Zentraedi spies, shrunk to Human size, who had fallen
under the spell of Human society. Max and Mriya left with Rick Hunter, Captain Lisa Hayes, and
the rest of the expedition in the SDF-3, and there was a certain | apse of tine there that Dana
couldn't account for and had been too young to remenber-things that even General Emerson wasn't
too forthcom ng about. But eventually the erstwhile spies, learning that for some unexpl ai ned
reason Max and Mriya had been persuaded to | eave her behind, appointed thensel ves her godfathers.

A strange upbringing it was. No other person in history had been subjected to both Human
and Zentraedi attitudes and teachings frominfancy. The ex-spies were really only enlisted mnen,
not well educated even for Zentraedi, whose whole history and lore were a Robotech Masters
concoction. Still, they taught her everything they could about her nother's people, and took
better care of her than many natural parents could have done, in their own slightly bunbling,
endeari ng way.

Al the rebel Zentraedi-the ones who had defected to the Human side only to turn agai nst
the Earth agai n-had been hunted down while Dana was still an infant, and all the rest but her
godf at hers had gone along with SDF-3. Eventually the last three, her godfathers, passed away,
al nrost at the same tine. She was never certain whether it was fromsome Earthly malady or sinply a
vast loneliness; their three human | oves, Samm e, Vanessa, and Kim had died with & oval and
Bowie's aunt Claudia in the SDF-1's final battle. The ex-spies had never taken others.

Wth the trio gone, it was governnent youth shelters and schools for Dana once nore, often
with Bowi e as her comnpani on because Rolf Emerson sinply couldn't have children along with him And
then, in time, there was the Acadeny. But when Dana heard bitter words about the innate savagery
of the Zentraedi nature, she thought back on the one-tinme giants who had shown her such a happy
famly life, at least for alittle while.

She deactivated the hol obead with a stroke of her thunb, |eaning her head back agai nst the
coarse bricks, eyes closed, taking in a deep breath through her nostrils. There were the distant
lights of apartnments, where fanilies were getting together for dinner after a day of workaday
life.

Dana | et her breath out slowy, w shing again that she could be one of them w shing that
t he hol obead i mages could cone to life, or that her parents would cone honme fromthe stars.

There was a sudden whi nper and the holl ow bounce of an enpty can nearby. She was on her
feet, reflexively ready for a fight. But there was no eneny there. It was, instead, a quite
speci al acquai nt ance.
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"Pol | y!"

She stopped to gather the little creature up, a thing that |ooked Iike a nmophead, its
tongue hanging out. It mght have passed for a terrestrial dog until one took a closer |ook. It
had snal | knob-ended horns, eyes that were hidden beneath its sheepdogli ke forel ock-but that were
definitely not the eyes of an Earth lifeformand feet resenbling soft nuffins.

It's a pollinator, Bron had told her gently the first tine she was introduced to it.
That's how she had given the thing its name, even though she had no i dea whether Polly was male or
femal e.

She never found out just. how the ex-spies had cone across the affectionate little beast;
they had pronised to tell her in the "sonmeday" that had never cone. But she had | earned that Polly
was a nagi cal creature indeed

For instance, Polly cane and went as it pleased, no matter if you locked it in or tied it
up. You woul d | ook around, and Polly would just be gone, nmaybe for a little while or naybe for a
long tine. It renminded her a little of Alice's Adventures in Wnderland, and | ater, another ol d-
time book title she cane across, The Cat Wio WAl ks Through Wall s.

The pollinator was her first adult-style secret, since her godfathers told her she nust
never nention it to anybody, and she had kept that secret all her life. Apparently, Polly was part
of some miracul ous thing, but she never found out what. Polly had nmanaged to find her for brief
visits four or five times since the death of Konda, Bron, and Rico.

"Did you hear me thinking about then?" she nurnured, petting the XT creature, pressing her
cheek to it as it licked her face with a red swatch of tongue. "Didja know how nmuch |I can use a
sl obber on the face just now?" Her tears | eaked out no natter how she tried to hold them back
"Looks |ike we're both gonna be cold tonight."

She wi ped her cheek, smearing the tears and dirt. "I can't believe | let things get so far
out of control."

But somehow she felt less terrible. She managed to fall asleep, the pollinator curled up
warm y agai nst her. The dark dreans that came to her at tines, filled with terrors that were both
namnel ess and ot herw se, stayed away this tine.

But she had her strange Vision again, as she had had on rare occasions ever since she
could remenber. Init, a vortex of purest force swirled up fromthe planet Earth |ike the funne
of a cyclone; only it was a cyclone a hundred niles in dianmeter, conposed of violent energies
springing fromsheer nental power. The uppernost part of the mind-tornado reached beyond Earth's
at mosphere, then it suddenly transforned into an incandescent phoenix, a firebird of racial
transfiguration.

The crackling, radiant phoeni x spread wi ngs wi der than the planet, soaring away qui cker
t han t hought to another plane of existence, with a cry so nagnificent and sad that Dana dreaded
and yet was held in the powerful beauty of this recurring dream Her Vision was another secret she
had al ways kept to herself.

As Dana stirred in her sleep, something cane between her and the streetlights. That struck
through to a trained alertness that had | ong since beconme instinctive; she lay utterly still,
openi ng one eye just a crack

Loom ng over her was the person of Lieutenant Nova Satori of the Aobal Mlitary Police.
Backi ng her up were a hal f-dozen MP bruisers cradling riot guns. Some sort of dawn was trying to
get through clouds that |ooked |like they had been dunped out of a vacuum cl eaner bag. The
pol I'i nator was no | onger |ying agai nst Dana.

Nova was enjoying herself. She was turned out in the MP dark-bl ue-and- nauve version of the
Sout hern Cross dress uniform her long blue-black hair fluttering and |uffing against her thighs
like a cloak, caught back with a tech ornanment |ike Dana's.

In Nova's quick dark eyes and the heart-shaped face there was the canni ness of both the
cop and the professional soldier

"Well, good nmorning," said Nova with a pleasant purr. Funny how you run into ol d buddies
when you | east expect it, Dana reflected, and rose to her feet in one snmooth nove. She and Nova
went back a | ong way. Dana put on her best Mss Southern Cross Arny smile. "Well, Lieutenant

Satori! How ya been? You're out early!"

Dana gave a conpletely false |augh while | ooking over possible escape routes as Nova said
in a Cheshire cat voice, "Fine, just fine."

Pol Iy was nowhere in sight, and there were no avenues of escape. Uh-oh.

In Sout hern Cross HQ high up in one of the buildings that |ooked Iike crusaders' war-
standards, the arnmy's comrand center operated at a constant fever pitch, a twenty-four-hour-a-day
steam bath of reports, sensor readouts, intelligence analysis, and systemw de surveill ance.
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Scores of techs sat at their consoles while diverse duty officers and NCOs passed anpbng
them trying to keep everything coherent. Overhead, visual displays flashed on the inverted done
of the command center ceiling, showing nercator grid projections, nodels of activity in the Sol ar
System and current military hotspots.

On one troubl e-board, om nous lights were blinking. An operations tech covered his headset
m ke with the pal mof his hand and yelled, "Cap'n? Cone take a | ook at this."

The ops captain bent down over the tech's shoul der and exanined the screen. There was a
conpl ete garble of the usual computer-coded nmessages.

"It ain't comin fromthe space station, sir,"” the tech said. "It's |like sonebody's
messing with satellite commo, but who? And fromwhere, if you catch ny drift, sir."

The captain frowned at the display and doubl echecked the al phanunerics. Then he spun and
barked, "Get General Enmerson over here ASAP!" The nmessage was being rel ayed ASAP-as soon as
possi bl e-bef ore he was done speaki ng.

The tech | ooked up at the ops captain. "Wat d'you guesstimate, sir? Y figure it's those-"

"Let's hope not," the captain cut himoff.

Space Station Liberty was |ike a colossal version of a child's rattle, hangi ng endl essly
at Troj an Lagrange Point Five. It was humanity's sole link with the SDF-3 expeditionary force that
had set out either to negotiate an end to hostilities or beat the Robotech Masters into
submi ssi on.

Messages had been few and far between, but hope still thrived. O at least it had unti
t he Robotech Masters cane.
A command center tech covered his mke and called to an operations officer, "Sir, | have a

| arge unidentified paint."

But Maj or Ceneral Enerson, Chief of Staff, Mnistry of Terrestrial Defense, was in the
command center by then, and came to bend near the tech and the all-inportant screen. The ops
officer, a captain, knew when it was politic to take a back seat to a flag-rank officer. Which was
al nost al ways.

Besi des, this was Rolf Enerson, hero of a dozen pivotal battles in the dobal GCvil War,

t he Robotech War, and the Disorders that followed them For all of that, he was soft-spoken and
correct to the | owest-ranking subordi nate. The word was that he woul d have been supreme conmander -
woul d have been a UEG senator for that matter-long since, except that he hated political games. In
the final analysis he was a G, albeit a brilliant one; the nen and wonen under his command
respected himfor it and the politicians and suprenme staff officers resented him determ ning that
he woul d never get another star

But he was far too valuable to waste, so he was in the right place at the right tine on a
day when the Human race needed hi m badly.

"Put it up on Central Display, please, Corporal,” Rolf Emerson requested quietly.

The object and its trajectory and the rest of the scanty data appeared on the bill board-
size central display screen. There was a single soft whistle. "Big, bad UFO " Emerson heard a
thirty-year vet NCO nutter

"Fast, too," an intelligence nmajor observed; she grabbed up a handset and began punchi ng
in codes that accessed her own chain of command.

"Sir, d you think this has to do with the shootout out by Mon Base?" the captain asked.

"Still too early to tell,"” Enerson grated. The captain shut up

The tech reported, reading his instrunents. "According to conputers, the UFO is a powered
vehicle and it's on an Earth-approach vector, estimated tine of entry in Earth atnosphere one
hundred twenty-three mnutes, forty seconds...nmark. Visual contact in approxinately three
m nutes. "

"Gve nme a look at this thing," Enerson said in a |ow, even voice that people around him
had cone to recogni ze as one that brooked no failure. People junped, babbled conputer |anguages,
typed at touchpads, nade order out of chaos. Not one of them would have changed places with
Enerson. The at nosphere in the command center had officers and enlisted ratings | oosening their
tunic collars, coming to grips with the fact that the Main Event mght just be coming up during
thei r wat ch.

"W need to see what they look |ike," Enerson said to a senior signals NCO who was
standi ng near. She was his imagery interpretation specialist, and she went to work at once,
coordi nating sensors and inagery-interpretati on conputers.

At a Southern Cross conmunications and sensor intel satellite, sensor dishes and detection
spars swung and focused. Information was fed and rejiggered and processed, nearly a billion and a
hal f (prewar) dollars worth of technol ogy going full-choke to process data that ended up in front
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of a reedy young man who had been drafted only eight nonths before.

Col onel Green, one of Emerson's nost trusted subordinates, barked, "Corporal Johnson, talk
to nme! Haven't you got anything yet?"

Johnson had gotten used to the brass screaming at himfor answers; he had becone
i mperturbabl e. He had gone frombeing a weird technofreak hi ghschool er through a basic training
that still gave himnightnmares to a slot as one of the few people who truly understood how
Li berty's equi prent wor ked.

So Colonel Green didn't rattle Johnson; he had had to introduce any nunber of brass hats
to the stark facts of reality. The instrunments woul d show what they woul d show, or not, and there
were only limted things Humans could do about it. The first thing you had to teach officers was
yelling |l ouder rarely hel ped.

"One nonent, sir." The fenmale inmagery interpretation NCO came over to watch.

Johnson worked at his console furiously, nore a magician than a technician, and was
rewarded with a raw, distorted image. The officers | ooking over his shoul der woul d never
appreci ate how nuch finesse that had taken, but the senior sergeant did.

Then it was gone again. Johnson punched up the recording of the intercept and put it up on
the huge nain screen. "Sir, | had a visual but | lost it. Counterneasures maybe; | dunno. Pl ayback
on screen al pha.

Sonet hi ng was out there all right, something enornpbus and bl ocki sh and headed for Earth,
sonmet hing with nore mass than anythi ng Humans had ever put in the sky. Sonething whose power
Il evels made all the indicators junmp off the scales, and made all the watching Southern Cross
hi gher-ups cl ench jaw mnuscl es.

"Wsh we could see that thing better," Colonel Geen nuttered. Watever Johnson had picked
up, it was artificial and fast-noving; the zaggies in the sensor inmage kept it fromtelling them
nmuch nore.

And it's com ng right our way, Emerson contenpl ated.

CHAPTER SI X

The i nmportance and power of the Aobal Mlitary Police-the GWw-was directly attributable to the
near feudal nature of Earthly society at that time. The GVWP constituted the only truly worl dwi de
| aw enf or cement organi zation, and was a check and bal ance on those who had at their disposal the
trenendous power of Robotechnology. As a result, the GW was an organization with its own war
machi nery, conbat forces, and intelligence network.

A career in the GW was a possible road to swift personal advancement, but the recruit had to say
farewell to all outside friendships; such things could no | onger exist for himor her.

S. J. Fischer, Legion of Light: a History of the Arny of the Southern Cross

"What could that thing be?" Colonel Geen burst out. Enerson was already way ahead of him
wondering what the hell mght lie in the | ee of the noon.

"Accel erating," Johnson said. A fine sweat had appeared on his brow. The display synbol
for the intruder was marking its progress with integrals com ng nuch nore quickly. It was com ng
at Earth fast; it was nearly upon Liberty.

Just then there was a tremendous surge through all the sensor/como apparatus, after which
many i ndi cators went dead.

"Playi ng for keeps," G een observed

An op near Johnson turned to yell, "Sir, we've lost conmo with Liberty: voice, visual
everything on the spectrum™

"Patch in whatever you have to, but keep that bogie in sight," Rolf said in neasured
tones. He turned to Lieutenant Col onel Rochelle, his adjutant. "Get everything you' ve got on red
alert. Get all the ready-reactions set for possible XT warfare. Prine the Hovertanks especially,
and the VTs. G nme everything, right? Everything!"

Ch, Dana, Bow e! God keep you..

He swung to the intel najor, whomhe knew to be an internal security fink. "Use whatever
code you have to, Jackie, and get ne a UEG tel equorum right now " She | ooked away from his gaze
at once, unable to neet it. Then she licked her lips, resettled her glasses, picked up a handset.
She cradl ed the phone to her, turning her back to the others there in the comuand center, and
punched out a code.

Green canme up behind Emerson to whisper harshly, "If they're Zentraedi, d you really think
we stand any chance agai nst then®?"

"Don't sweat it, Colonel."
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"But sir, we don't even know who they are or what they can do to-"

Rol f Emerson whirled on himangrily, then suddenly quieted. He rapped the knuckl e of one
forefinger against Green's ribbons, decorations from another war and anot her time. Enerson wore
just about as nmany; they were two graying nen listening to alarns, knowing it was the death knel
of the everlasting peace they had fought and hoped for

"This planet's ours, Ted."

"But, Ceneral, isn't there-"

"Earth is ours! Maybe they're Zentraedi; who cares? This planet is ours! Now go saddle up
everyt hing we've got groundside, and draw up a rapid depl oynent op-plan, 'cause we're gonna need
one real bad."

Ten days went by, and Dana figured she had niscal cul ated her worth. O el se, possibly, was
there to be no war? In any case, she nouldered in solitary confinenment, against all expectation

Hard rations of protein cracker and water scarcely affected her; things had been worse,
much worse, on any nunber of training naneuvers; stockade was a cakewal k.

Mostly, she caught up on sleep, and worried about what was happening to the 15th, and
stared out the wi ndow fromher bunk. In her dreans there was a strange procession of images, and
twi ce the haunting cry of the phoenix.

The door viewslit slid back; Dana recognized the eyes she saw there, and the linp blond
hair around the face. Colonel Alan Fredericks said in a voice muffled by the door, "Acconmopdations
to your liking, Ms. Sterling?"

Dana curled a lip at him "Sure, it's home sweet hone, sir."

Fredericks said, "I'mglad you' ve held up so well for ten days. Anything to say for
your sel f ?"

Dana i ndicated her snmudged face and rank, filthy uniform "A hot bath and a change of
cl othes would feel nice. And naybe a manicure and a facial."

Fredericks allowed hinself a thin snmle. "No, no-we don't want you to be distracted from
contenpl ati on of your crinmes, do we now?"

Dana sprang to her feet, holding her hands out to himinploringly. "Please let nme return
to ny squad! Sir, we mght be at war anytine now, |'ve got to be with the fifteenth!"

"Stop your whining!" Fredericks roared at her. "If it were up to ne, you woul d have been
drumed out of the Arny of the Southern Cross!"

He sniggered. "Little Dana, daughter of the great heroes, Max and Mriya Sterling! It
seens bl ood doesn't always tell, does it?"

Actual ly, Fredericks was of the opinion that breeding did tell, and was glad that this
hal fbreed had proved it. But he dared not say such a thing with guards nearby as w tnesses.

Dana fell to her knees, nearly in tears, facing the cold eyes in the door viewslit. "Sir,
I'' m beggi ng you: give ne a chance to square things, to prove nyself. I'll never disgrace ny famly
name or break a reg again, | swear it-"

"Stop sniveling!" Fredericks shout ed.

The truth was, there was pressure on himfrom higher up to rel ease Dana. Sonme of it cane
from her reginental comander, who needed her, and sone fromthe Judge Advocate Ceneral's office;
the JAG thought ten days was nore than enough. General Enerson had said a few words on her behal f
in the right ears, too.

But there was yet another source of pressure, one that Fredericks hadn't quite been able
to track down. Evidence pointed toward its conming through civilian channels-fromvery high up
indeed in the scientific and research power structure. One nanme he heard had hi m surprised and
cautious: Dr. Lazlo Zand.

Zand had been the disciple of Dr. Lang, the high priest of Robotechnol ogy. Wen Lang went
off with Rick Hunter, Dana's parents, and the rest in the SDF-3, Zand renmai ned behi nd. Now Zand's
activities and whereabouts were so shrouded in nystery as to defy even Frederick's efforts at
i nvestigation.

"Since you're so repentant, perhaps | will see what | can do," Fredericks told Dana
coldly. The viewslit slid shut.

Dana, back on her feet, thrust her fist high into the air. "Yahooo!"

It was |l ess than an hour | ater when the door of her cell rolled open. Dana stepped into
the corridor to find Colonel Fredericks giving her his best basilisk glare. He held a | eather
swagger stick that resenbled a riding crop, of all things. Standing on the opposite side of the
doorway was Nova Satori.
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Soneone el se was approachi ng, being escorted by two rifle-toting guards. Fredericks had
arranged the chance nmeeting to see what woul d happen.

"Hey, Dana!"

She whirled, and a sunny snile shone on her face. "Sean! Wat're you doing in solitary?
No, don't tell ne; you, ah, nade a pass at a general's w fe?"

Sean Phillips, erstwhile CO of the 15th, gave her one of his famus rogui sh grins. He was
even nore fambus as a Don Juan than as a fighter, a tall, athletic twenty-three-year-old with a
boyi sh haircut and | ong brown | ocks fram ng his face.

Sean gave her a wink. "Naw. They decided | needed a little privacy, | guess; you know how

it is when you're a celebrity. Besides, they're springing nme tonorrow."

Nova caught a subtle signal from Fredericks, and barked, "Shut up and keep novi ng,
Phillips!" The |l ook on her face | et everyone know that she was imune to his charnms; she had put
Sean in his place the nmonent he tried his Roneo routine on her. And the second tinme and the third.

Sean was shoved into the cell Dana had just vacated, and the door rolled shut. Nova told
Dana, "Just screw up one nore tine, Lieutenant, and you won't even know what hit you."

Dana choked back the retort that came to her lips. "Yes, ma'am" She saluted the two M
officers, did a right face, and noved out.

"I don't trust either of them Nova," Fredericks said quietly, slapping his palmwth the
swagger stick. "Keep ne updated on her activities, and on Phillips's, too, once he's freed."

"WIl do, sir."

Dana's rel ease canme just as the UEG nade public the news of the aliens' appearance. It was
a brief, tersely worded statenent ending with the fact that the ship had taken up a geostationary
orbit some twenty-three thousand miles out in space.

O course, the entire Southern Cross Army was going to red alert; that was why she had
been rel eased. Dana soon found herself in a jeep with Nova Satori and two guards, being hustled
back to the 15th. Her regi mental commander wanted every Hovertank nanned; there was sonme word that
Sean night get an early rel ease, too.

At a Southern Cross base, the silo blast doors were open and the Earth's nost powerfu
m ssiles were prined. Captain Konpdo, battalion commander, surveyed his instrunentation. He was a
broad, powerful -looking nan of N sei descent, with a chestful of nedals.

A fire-control tech looked up at him "Sir, is there any word on who these aliens are?"

Konodo frowned. "It's obvious they're the sane ones who attacked Mbon Base. But now we're
ready for them" Konbdo had | ost a brother in that raid; he hungered for revenge.

He spun to face a conmo operator. "I told you to keep ne infornmed! Well?"

The op shrugged hel plessly. "No further orders, sir; we're still instructed to stand by."

"Fool s!" muttered Konodo. "We have to strike now" He reached down to flip up the red
saf ety shields and expose a row of firing switches. Then Captain Konpdo | ooked angrily into the
sky, waiting.

At Sout hern Cross Conmand Headquarters, Enerson was in the eye of the storm

"Sir, the alien's noving into a lower orbit," a tech reported.

"CGeneral, why are we waiting?" Geen demanded. "Wth all due respect, sir, you nust give
the order to attack. |Immediately!"

Emer son shook his head slowy, watching the displays. "It is inperative that we find out
who they are and why they're here. W cannot fire first."

Green gritted his teeth. H s hope that Supreme Conmander Leonard or sone other top brass
woul d overrul e Enmerson had not come to pass. "But they killed our people, sir!"

Emerson turned to him "I'maware of that. But what proof do we have that Luna didn't
bring the attack on itself by firing first? Do you want to start a war that nobody wants?"

Green swal lowed his angry retort. He was ol d enough to renenber the Zentraedis' first
appearance and their disastrous onsl aught.

So was Enerson; the general had seen enough war to dread starting one.

At the nmissile base the commp op | ooked to Captain Konbdo. "Sir, the eneny spacecraft is
descending fromorbit-thirteen thousand niles and descending rapidly."

Konodo stood with teeth clenched, jaw nuscles junping. "Are you sure your equipnent's
wor ki ng, Sparks? That there's been no command to open fire?"

"Affirmative, sir."

Konodo's fists shook. If those cowards at headquarters would just work up the guts to give
me the green light, 1'd bl ow those aliens out of the sky!
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Wth the Earth an ocean-blue and cl oud-white gem beneath it, the Robotech Masters' ship
suddenl y | aunched t hree sand-red objects shaped |ike pint whiskey bottles. Their thrusters how ed,
and they dove for the planet bel ow

"Captain, landing craft of sone kind have left the nother ship and begun entry naneuvers."

Konodo | ooked over the fire-control tech's shoulder. "Got 'emon radar yet?"

"That's affirm sir."

Konodo cl apped a hand to the man's shoul der. "CGood! | want A and B batteries to take out
the mother ship. first; it won't be | aunching any nore sneak attacks. Charlie and Delta batts will
target the attack craft."”

The tech was | ooking at himw de-eyed. "What's wong? | gave you a fire-m ssion!" Konbdo
shout ed.

"But sir! HQ gave specific orders that-"

Konodo caught the hapl ess youngster up by his torso harness and flung hi maside. "You
idiot! You want to wait until they bl ow the whol e planet away?" H's fingers flew over the contro
consol e; in nonents the ground trenbl ed.

The huge, gl eam ng pyl ons-Skylord m ssiles-rose up in fountains of flane and snoke,
shaki ng the base and the surroundi ng countryside.

The Robotech Masters proved thenmselves not to be infallible or invincible; though they
vaporized two Skylords with charged particle beans, the other two got through, making brilliant
fl ashes agai nst the huge nother ship.

On Earth, Emerson and the others in the command center | ooked at their screens in
astoni shrent. "Confirnmed Southern Cross missile launch, sir," soneone said. "Heavy danage thought
to have been suffered by the eneny ship; sensors indicate they're floating dead in space."

Enmerson turned on his subordinates with white-hot anger. "Wo | aunched those birds?" There
was confusion anong them and, Emerson knew, no tine to waste placing bl ane.

Now we're commtted. "Open fire! Hit "emw th everything we can throw. |nform Suprene
Conmander Leonard and tell Civil Defense to get on the stick!"

"War," said Col onel Fredericks, savoring the word and the idea. "Just my luck to be stuck
here guardi ng a bunch of underaged eightballs."

"Yes, sir," Nova answered. She wasn't quite as eager to kill or be killed as her superior,
but knew that it would be wise to hide the fact.

"Still, little Dana should see sone action," Fredericks frowned, slapping his desktop with
hi s swagger stick. "Probably do her good, too."

He rose fromhis chair. "Well, let's see what we can do to guarantee that, eh?"

The Skylords were all away; Captain Konpdo stared in fury as the screens showed hi m how,
one after another, they were blown to harm ess mst by the energy weapons of the descendi ng eneny.
Not surprisingly, the alien assault craft were homing in on the source of the mssiles that had
danaged their nother ship.

"Fire!" Konpdo bell owed, and rack after rack of APC nmounted Swordfish mssiles boiled away
into the air, leaving corkscrewing white trails. Trenendously powerful pulsed beans fromthe
assault ships blasted themout of the sky in twos and threes, while the aliens closed in on the
base.

Konodo gul ped and wat ched the bottl e-shaped vessels cone into visual range. He | ooked
around himfor a rifle or a rocket |auncher; he had no intention of running and he had no
intention of going down without a fight.

Hi gh above, access ports opened and eneny nmecha swarned out. Led by a red Bioroid |like a
crinmson vision of death, the Masters' warriors dove their Hovercraft and sought targets, firing
and firing.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Hwp! Tup! Thrup! Fo'!

Al pha! Tact'l! Arnored! Corps!

For-git Jody! For-git Dotty!

Ay-tacks OMNS yo' student body!

Cadence chant popul ar anong ATAC drill instructors

In the ready-room of the 15th squad, ATAC, Trooper Wnston was sitting with chin on pal mand
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gazing at his squadmates sourly. "Finally, the balloon goes up-and we're stuck here!"

Next to him Coslow, arms folded on his chest, nodded. "Wy's it always our turn in the
barrel ?"

Angel o Dante nodded. "All this terrific talent being wasted just 'cause both of our
of ficers happen to be doing bad tine."

They weren't even suited up in arnmor. Express orders from Hi gher Up said that no Hovertank
outfit would be allowed into a conbat situation w thout a conmi ssioned officer-preferably an
Acadeny-trai ned one-in command.

Bowi e, pacing, crossed to Angelo. "Way don't they just let you take over, Sergeant?”

Angel o si ghed philosophically and shook his head. "I'd love it, kid, but there's just no
way, know what | nean?"

Any Hovertanker knew the drills and could act independently on a conbat m ssion-could even
take over command if it came to that-but the Hovertanks had to be able to do nore. The knowhow to
integrate with other types of necha, with TASC units like the Black Lions and so forth; to
interpret conplex tactical scenarios; to understand the various commb computer | anguages; to see,
in short, the Hovertank's mission in terns of an entire Southern Cross opplan, and to work to the
maxi mum benefit of that overall plan was sonething that took years of study-study Angel o hadn't
received.

Angel o rai sed his shoul ders, dropped them "This isn't one of Dana's drills. There's gonna
be lives on the line this tinme, Bowe."

Not to mention one of the first fully operational Hovertank outfits in the Southern Cross,
a huge investnent of tine and treasure and technol ogy. The UEGs newest conbat arm nust serve well
and protect the people who had paid its price tag.

Louie N chols was polishing his sidearmagain. Wrd had it that he had figured out an
unaut hori zed nodification that would triple the power of its pul ses; people edged away from him
when he played with the handgun, not wanting to be at ground zero in case Louie overl ooked some
potential glitch.

"No of fense, Angelo,"” Louie said, "but I'ma little too busy to die right now. "

"Anyhow, thanks for the vote of confidence, Bowi e," Angelo finished.

Just then the door to the ready-room parted and there stood Dana, in full spit-shined
conbat arnor |acquered white, black, and scarlet, her helnet in the crook of her left arm The
arnmor, all ultratech alloy, somehow had the | ook of an earlier day to it-a flaring at the hips and
shoul ders that suggested both jousting panoply and whal ebone corsetry.

"Fall in!"

The 15th's collective nmouth hung open. Angelo cane to his feet. "I thought you were doing
thirty days bad tinme. You're not serious, right?"

Dana beaned. "Wong again. Crank it up, Fifteenth! W're heading for a hotspot, to stop
the eneny or die trying!"

Angel o rel eased a deep breath. "Yes ma'am " But dying under the command of a diz-zo-max
teenager-it isn't exactly the way |I'd hoped to go out.

Loui e wal ked by, holstering the pistol, eyes hidden in the dark goggles. "Well, when the
whi stle bl ows, everybody goes, Angie, so let's get goin'!"

This time they took the drop-rack one | evel deeper, leaping clear ami d the Hovertank
par ki ng bays as the lights came up to full brightness. Al were arnored now, dashing to their
craft with the sureness of constant drill. The overhead lights flashed white, red, white, red, to
indicate the 15th was rolling on a priority wartine depl oynment.

The Hovertanks were bigger than their pre-Robotech counterparts, and heavier; yet they
lifted lightly on thrusters, turning end-for-end |ike pirouetting rhinos, very maneuverabl e and
responsi ve. The 15th handl ed their mecha with nanual controls; there was no need for the thinking
caps yet.

The bul ky war machi nes foll owed as Dana |l ed the way in her command tank, the Val kyri e,
shooting up the access tunnel, following the glowing traffic-routing arrows enbedded in the
pavenent .

They left the base and the city behind, heading for their assigned objective. The
Hovertanks took up a precise skirm shing formation behind her. The mecha's headlights, under the
downward sweep of the forward cow ing, gave themthe | ook of angry crabs.

Today | show them|'ve got what it takes. Dana steeled herself.

"Fifteenth squad will proceed ASAP to sector Q | say again, Q for Quebec." The order cane
over the command net. "Suspected alien |landing site. Use extrene caution."

"'Kay; you all know what to do," Dana told her ATACs. But inwardly she winced. Alien! |I'm
half alien, and I"'mon ny way out to put ny hide on the line for this planet, you sorry sack

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2007%20Southern%20Cross.txt (24 of 64) [1/19/03 4:59:58 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2007%20Southern%20Cross. txt

Yeah, now this is where | belong, Angelo thought, the wind harsh in his face, the tank
shrilling beneath him

The Hovertanks were assenbl ages of heavy-gauge arnor in angular, flattened shapes and
acute edges, with rounded, downsloping prows, riding thruster pods. The angles, as in arnor
t hroughout history, were for deflection of rounds ainmed at the tanks.

The Hovertanks ki cked up huge plunmes of dust as they raced to sector Quebec. Long before
they got there, the nenbers of the 15th coul d see that they had drawn a hotspot; expl osions
bl ossomed as detonations threw debris high in the distance, while energy beans drew angry |ines
through the air.

They topped a rise and | ooked down on a snoking battlefield. Scattered all around were
bl asted and burning scraps of war necha, alnost all of Earthly origin. A Cvil Defense Flying
Corps outfit was manning outnoded ten-year-old VIs. The aircraft had come to life and assuned
Battl oid configuration, but they |acked the size, firepower, and groundfighting ability to dea
with the ravagi ng XT mecha.

Atiny part of the eneny's telenmetry had been intercepted, nost of it inpenetrable. But
using certain old Zentraedi decryption prograns, the code breakers had cone up with what they
t hought was the designation of the invaders' war machi nes: Bioroids.

Dana pul | ed on her hel net/thinking cap, which featured graceful wi ngs at either side, and
a curved crest like a steel rainbow along its center. As she made it fast to her arnor, it sealed
and became airtight; so protected, she could survive radiation, chem cal agents, water, vacuum
hi gh pressure-al nost any hostile environnent. The wi ngs and crest gave her a | ook that validated
the nane with which she had christened her tank, Valkyrie.

"Here we go!"

She gunned her tank's power plant, then set off, |eading the way. The 15th raced after
her .

Down bel ow, the CDs were doing badly. The eneny mecha were drubbing themterribly; as the
15th watched, two blue giants led by a red one, all riding the flyingsaucer Hoverplatforns |ike
futuristic charioteers or alien water-skiers, stooped for another Kkill

As the tankers charged in, the Bioroid trio led by the red one swoped in at two VTs who
stood their ground in Battloid configuration. The red Bioroid, in the |ead, fired quick, accurate
bursts with the gun mounted on its control stem and blew two of the VIs away, easily avoiding
nmost of their fire and shruggi ng off the rest.

The Hovertanks were in the air now "Switch to d adiator node!" Dana called over the tac
net. In mdair the tanks shifted, reconfigured, mechanorphosed. Wen they |anded, they were squat,
two- | egged, waddling gun turrets the size of a house, each with a single massive cannon stretching
out before it. The big guns were the necha's prinmary batteries, even nore powerful than the tank
cannon.

The d adiators fired, shoulder to shoulder.. It was |like a cannonade fromthe heavi est
artillery. Two blue Bioroids went up in furious explosions, then a third. Another junped clear of
its Hoverplatformjust as the platformwas blown to bits. The Bioroid fired in mdair, with a
Bi oroi d-si ze pistol shaped sonething like a fat discus held edge-on, and took cover immediately
when it hit the ground.

O her Bioroids were already there, having seen what intense fire the G adiators could
throwinto tile air. The aliens set up a determined counter-fire with Bioroid snall-arnmns.

Dana took a deep breath and hopped her @ adi ator high, inmaging the nove through her
thinki ng cap. She landed to one end of a Bioroid firing line to set up an enfilade. But an alien
had spotted her, and swng to fire. Dana got off the first shot and hol ed the outworld necha

through and through with a brilliant |ance of energy that |left glowi ng, nolten netal around the
edges of the point of entry.
"Got cha! "

The Bioroids continued a stubborn, grudging resistance, but it was clear at once that the
Hovertank d adi ators had advantages the Veritech Battloids didn't. They were bigger, nore
powerful, and nore heavily arnored, and carried greater firepower. On the ground, slugging it out
toe to toe, the Bioroids had nmet their match.

Deaf eni ng vol | eys of nova cannonfire hamered back and forth in the little valley;

Bi oroids fell, discovering that without their Hovercraft they were on an equal footing with the
ATACs.

The firefight raged on, neither side gaining or |osing nmuch ground. Suddenly, the red
Bioroid | eapt high fromits position behind the blues. Show ng great dexterity, it avoided the few
cannon rounds that the startled dadiators got off at it, to |land between two 15th necha. It
bl asted one at point-blank range, and turned to fire at the second even as the other d adi ator
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swung its barrel around desperately.

The red Bioroid fired into the second G adiator while the first was erupting in a
fireball; the second Earth nmecha, too, went up in a groundshaki ng expl osion. The red junped agai n,
to continue its awesone of fensive.

Dana shook herself to get over the shock of it; two troopers dead in seconds, two necha
utterly destroyed, and the red bounding on to attack again. Al right, Dana! she told herself
firmy. Show'emwhat you' ve got! "Dante, switch your teamto Battloid node, now "

She did the same, junping her mecha to a better firing position. The craft went through
mechanor phosis in mdair, taking on the formof a huge Human-shaped battl eship, an ultratech
knight. Half the 15th reared up nowin Battloid form the renai nder hunkered down in dadiator to
give fire support.

The bl ue Bioroids seened daunted, surprised at the nechanorphosis and unsure about com ng
to grips with the Humaniform machi nes. But the red Bioroid carried the attack once nore, aimng
the massi ve di sc-pistol at Dana and unl eashing a raging bolt of energy.

"Ch, no, y'don't!" She junped her Battloid high as the shot annihilated the ground where
she had stood. At her command the Battloid took its plasma rifle-which was the tank's cannon now
reconfigured-into its hands as it flew through the air. Dana fired on the fly, nuttering, "Now
it's your turn!"

The red ducked, then raced to neet her as her Battloid landed with a deft flip. In nonents
they were ducking it out in the rocks nearby, springing up to fire at each other, then diving for
cover again, while the rest of the 15th engaged the invaders once nore. Wthout the red to | ead
them the blues' assault faltered.

But in the neantime, Dana was fighting a desperate duel against a very capable foe. Wuat's
nmore, she couldn't |ose the strange feeling that she knew this nachi ne, knew sonething all-

i mportant and fateful about it. It was stronger than nere déja vu, nore |like an enphatic Vision

She spotted Louie Nichols's @ adiator on the cliffs above her. "G nme some covering fire,
Loui e!™

"Yo!" The magnification in Louie's goggles was at nornal, and they were letting in al
avai l abl e I'ight even though they were still opaque fromthe outside. He relied on his tank's range
finder rather than on the one in his goggles as he swung hard on the steering grips, inaged the
shot through his helnmet receptors, and got ready to |l et one off.

The red spied himjust as he took aim and | eapt. Louie was so busy trying for the shot,
trying to |l ead his bounding target just right; he didn't realize one of the assault craft had
swung in | ow over the battle.

The cannon round hit the craft's underbelly al nost dead center, jolting it-perhaps the
nost bizarre event of a bizarre day. The Bioroids halted, seened to listen to sonething, and began
retreating.

In monents their Hovercraft came to the surviving invaders, sunmoning themlike faithfu
hunti ng hounds. The eneny mecha junped aboard, and raced for their ship. As it turned to go, the
red Bioroid paused to | ook at Dana one last time. It seemed to be staring right into her eyes,

t hi nki ng thoughts that were neant for her. Once nore she had the strange sensation, |ike sone
i mpossi bl e menory, that she and the foe had sone essential bond.

"We didit, Lieutenant!" Angelo called out, elated, over the tac net. "Not bad for a

baptismof fire!"

"Sir, all eneny necha and | anding craft have withdrawn," G een reported to Rolf Emerson.
"They ran for it as if they weren't going to stop until they were hone. The nother ship has noved
back to a geostationary orbit. You were right, General; we sent them packi ng once before and today
we did it again! Al units are at yellow alert and awaiting further orders."

Emerson turned fromhis contenplation of Monument City. "Q Intelligence staff has
concluded, and |I concur, that the aliens are here for our Protoculture supply, gentlenen. You may
be sure that we will see themagain."

Li eutenant Col onel Rochelle, Enerson's adjutant, |ooked di smayed. Col onel Geen said
gruffly, "Let 'em M boys and girls're ready, anytine!"

But it was depressing news. Protoculture was essential to the operation of Robotechnol ogy,
and the Earth's supply was linmted. As far as Humans knew, all that remained of it was what was
left after the Robotech War. The Zentraedi had originally invaded Earth to claimthe Protoculture
Matrix from Zor's crashed ship, but subsequent investigation had failed to turn up anything. It
seenmed the last renaining neans for the actual production of Protoculture was gone forever

Zentraedi and Humans ali ke were unaware of what |ay beneath the three burial nounds near
the ruins of Macross City-of the trio of waiths who guarded the weckage of the SDFs 1 and 2 and
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Khyron's vessel, and the unique treasure they protected.
"Danmage report?" Enerson said.
"Fi ghting was contai ned to unpopul ated areas,” G een answered."”
"M nimal |osses; Fifteen ATAC squad stopped those aliens' butts cold, sir,

Rochel | e
added.

Emer son nodded. "The Fifteenth, hnmm®? Looks like Lieutenant Phillips gets hinself another
conmendati on. "

Rochel | e ahermed. "He wasn't there, sir; they didn't get himout of the slamer in tine.
Li eutenant Dana Sterling |led the squad today."

Enerson pernitted hinself a proud smile. "Ah, Dana. Yes."

The drudgery of checking over all their necha and equi prent after the battle, preparing to
go into conbat again at a noment's notice, was sobering work to the 15th. They had won, but they
had taken | osses, too: dead and wounded who m ght easily have been any of those who cane through
unscat hed.

After they got the order to stand down, they worked, fighting every instant and every
portion of the battle again, over and over, anong themnselves; recounting and arguing, joking and
| anent i ng.

It was still going on up in the ready-room when the door opened and Sean Phillips wal ked
in, escorted by Nova Satori. "H, guys. Life pretty boring wi thout nme around, was it?"

"W nmanaged to keep oursel ves occupied." Louie grinned.

Nova snapped, "By order of the conmander, Al pha Tactical Arnored Corps, Sean Phillips is
reduced to the rank of private, second class."

Everyone in the room gasped. Nova went on. "And as for you, Sterling-"

Dana snapped to attention. "Watever | did this time, ma'am |'mready and willing to
accept disciplinary action.™

"Quiet!" Nova barked. "You've been pronoted to pernmanent command of the Fifteenth,

Li eutenant. Don't blow this chance, because I'l|l be keeping an eye on you." Nova turned and
exi ted. Except for Sean, everybody there was watchi ng Dana.

The conputer-controlled bar that di spensed only nonal coholic drinks to those on duty was
ready to serve sonmething a little stronger. Sean had al ready eased over to it, and was taking a

long pull froma tall glass. "Private Second C ass Phillips!"”

Sean spat out part of his drink as Dana shouted his nane. "I'Il be watching you," she told
hi m

Sean | ooked startled, then gave her a dose of the famous grin. "Just give the word. |'m

yours to comand, Lieutenant."

There was know ng | aughter and sone catcalling fromthe rest of the 15th, but Dana was
satisfied that the point was nade, and that everyone accepted the change of command. She coul dn't
afford to have Sean secondguessi ng her, or having her troops expect himto.

Sean was a great soldier and a definite asset, but she didn't think nuch of the idea of
putting a busted CO back in the outfit he had comanded. But it |ooked |ike she would have to live
with it.

Later, in the shower, she ran over the things she would have to get done as soon as
possi bl e. Repl acenents for the casualties and the destroyed Hovertanks woul d be comng in, and she
woul d have to do sone reshuffling of her Table of Organization and Equi pnent. There woul d be
training and nore training, to nake the 15th a well-integrated fighting unit once nore-and little
time to do it in.

In the midst of all her rum nations she suddenly stopped, standing stiffly, immbilized.
As vividly as if it were actually there before her, she saw the red Bioroid again...felt again
that strange sensation of a bond between them

CHAPTER EI GHT

| amsatisfied that |I've now ended any bl asphenous talk of treating with the aliens, either anong
my subordinates or the Council. These aliens are an abom nation, a violation of the Divine Plan
we nust externminate themall. That is our holy obligation

From t he personal journal of Suprene Conmander Anatol e Leonard

Reassuring nedi a announcenents of the situation were quickly followed by a formal declaration of
war. The arnored troops posted on street corners and patrolling everywhere were nore for the
civilians' peace of mnd than any deterrent val ue.
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But the Human race had been very nuch a military culture since the @obal Cvil War and
organi zed al ong feudal |ines under the UEG accepted the necessity that it nmust fight once again.

"Headquarters' thinking is that we can't sit around and wait for themto make the next
move, " Rochelle told the assenbled officers. "The opinion is that their Robotechnol ogy and
scientific edge outwei ghs our nunbers and home-field advantage. W've got to start calling the
pl ay-draw themout with fighters, lay in a mssile barrage on that flagship. W' ve got to keep
t hem of f bal ance. "

"I't'"s just not in our blood to sit and wait for themto call all the shots," a G3 |ight-
col onel agreed.

A & intel mjor took off his glasses, shaking his head. "But their counterattack m ght
end up anni hilating our entire defense force, don't you understand that?"

"That's right, it's insane to attack now It's |ike jabbing a stick into a hornets' nest-a
very short stick,” a recon captain |aughed harshly.

"That will do!" Rochelle bit out the words, and the assenbl ed of ficers subsi ded. Dana
| ooked up and down the table, studying them

Marie Crystal was there; so was Fredericks. So were sone other ATACs people, some G vi
Def ense-it was odd to know that her unit's survival m ght depend on these people, or theirs on
her .

"The decision has been nade,"” Rochelle went on. "You in this Strikeforce will carry the
war to the eneny. Lieutenant Sterling' s squad will handle rear guard and provide an entrenched
fall-back position. There will be additional coverage fromnearby missile and artillery bases and
the various ready-reaction units. Lieutenant Crystal, your Black Lions will be our spearhead."

They al ready knew the plan, had the briefing files before themand the tactical displays
on screens around the room but he reviewed for themone nore tine anyway. \Wen he was fini shed,
Marie said, "We'll be ready, sir."

Dana nmade a sour face. "Sone people have all the luck. Don't get your tail shot off,
Marie." Marie slipped her a w nk.

"Col onel Fredericks," Rochelle was saying, "lI'mputting these units and their
installations on red alert as of now, | want the bases sealed and a full comop bl ackout i nposed.
This attack has to come as a conplete surprise. No one enters or |eaves or comunicates with
outsiders in any way except by ny direct order, understood?"

Frederi cks seened to be savoring the idea of having his MPs coop up the Strikeforce troops
and make themtoe the line. "Mst affirmative, sir; you can count on it."

Sean Phillips snarled, "Sonmebody tell me what's goin' on here!"”

He stood with fists cocked by the Hovertank parki ng bays, glowering at Louie N chols and a
few of the others who were running nai ntenance.

"l d-didn't want to bring it up," Louie funbled, famliar with Sean's tripwire tenper.
"That is, uh-"

"As of today, you' ve been assigned to a new Hovertank," Bow e intervened.

"Sonebody slipped up,"” Louie hastened. "Wth you bein' in the brig and all. Quess they
forgot to tell you." Sean grabbed a handful of Louie's uniformand pushed hi mback against a tank
growing like an angry wol veri ne.

Sean's tank, the Queen Maeve, was his pride and joy, finely tuned so that it ran like a
wat ch, lovingly maintained in every way. That made it that much nore undesirable, in Louie's
estimation, to be the one to tell himwhat had happened.

Loui e yel ped, and Bowi e hollered, "Cut it out, Phillips!"™ But before anyone could break it
up, Sean dropped the | anky tech-freak and wheel ed, eyes roving the bays.

"Listen, they sent in a new guy fromthe repl acement depot when you went in the stockade,"
Loui e confessed,, rubbing his chest. "Then Dana got put in conmand and then they jailed her and
then they sprang her and nmade her COin all the confusion, the repple-depple new guy got Queen
Maeve. And he was one of the guys who didn't make it, Sean."

"Your tank's in about a thousand pieces, what's left of it," Bow e added.

"So which one's mne now?" Sean seethed. Then his eyes fell on a shrouded object in an end
bay. "Ah! Wiat's that? That nmine?" He ran to it before anybody could tell himthe truth.

Sean dragged the cover off, |osing balance and falling on his rear. He sat, looking up in
amazenment. It was a new tank right off the production line, a gleaning war mecha with all the
| atest in Robotechnol ogy refinenments.

"Ch-hh," he breathed reverently. In another nmonent he was cl anbering aboard, |aughing with
delight. Bowi e and Loui e cane dashi ng over
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"Beautiful, isn't it?" Louie said. He and Bowi e traded resigned | ooks; there was going to
be trouble.

"Man, this baby was built with ne in mnd!" Sean chuckl ed, running his hands over the
controls, checking out the cockpit. "Wat a sweetheart! Nobody else in the Fifteenth could handle
this darlin-"

"But |I'mafraid sonebody else is going to have to try, Private Philli ps,
icily. Dana stood nearby, arms akinbo.

Sean | eaned back in the pilot's seat, interlocking his fingers, staring off at the ceiling
and ignoring her. "Nope."

Dana canme over to stand beside the Val kyrie's highsheen side. "This tank's reserved for
officer use, get it? Read ny lips while | repeat this, Private: you'll never fly this craft.”

So the honeynmobon was over and it was tinme to really decide who ran things in the 15th. And
Dana held every ace. Recalling how much Fredericks seenmed to enjoy having himas a houseguest down

a voice said

at Barbed Wre City, Sean resigned hinself. "Damm it all, there ain't no justice in this world."
Bowi e and Loui e and sone of the others were just barely stifling their laughter. "This tin
can and nme woul da been history on wheels. But-" He |ooked to Dana. "' Course, there's still a
chance for you and ne, little darlin'."
She had been waiting for that. Sean had been decent enough to her as a CO had never put
any noves on her-but that was before he wanted sonmething fromher. "The only history we'll make is

when | send your sorry tail back to the stockade for insubordination, hotshot."

He knew her well enough to realize she would do it. Sone fermales just didn't know how to
be friendly. Sean hopped out of the tank. "All right; lay off. I was only thinkin' of the good o
the Corps. So, what'm | supposed to use as a ride?"

She gave him an innocent expression and pointed. "Look right up there."

Sean let out a curse. "That crate? The Bad News? That's the ol dest junker we've got!"

"And it's all yours, Private; you'd better get to work on it."

Sean heaved a deep sigh. "Thanks."

"Now, listen up, everybody," Dana went on. "Orders from Hi gh Conmand. W nobve out at
thirteen hundred hours tonorrow. The brass decided it's time we whip sone hurt on these invaders."

There were the usual snafus, the usual hurry-up-and-waits, but all units were in place
only slightly after the schedul ed zero hour

For some reason, the Strikeforce commander changed his nind at the |last nonent, ordering
anot her TASC unit to go in as first attack wave. Marie Crystal stood in the base control tower and
wat ched the VTs of the Redhawk Team take off.

In the 15th's ready-room the tankers waited in full arnor, helnmets in hand. Dana strained
to catch a glinpse of the fighters rising fromthe di stant Fokker Base. Man, | hate this waiting
in the background! This is driving ne zooey.

"What's the matter, Lieutenant?" Louie Nichols smirked. "Pulling reserve duty doesn't
agree with you?"

"Sonetines it's tough to just stand pat,"” Angel o hinted.

Dana whirled on them "As you were! | don't need to be rem nded what ny orders are!”

At that nonent the PA squawked, and they got the order to nobve out. The 15th was anong the
very last units to be noved into place as Southern Cross conmand nmade sone final arrangenents in
def ensi ve depl oynent .

The tankers charged for the drop-rack, and in nmonents they were tearing down the highway,
bound for an industrial area at the edge of Monument City. The 15th went with helnets off for the
time being; manual controls would suffice for a nere drive frompoint Ato point B

Pl aying shuttlecars, is that all we're going to get to do? Dana funed.

The Redhawk VTs canme up in a ballistic clinb, then formed up for attack and headed
straight for the alien. In the conmand center, Enmerson and his staff studied a visual inage of the
under si de of the Robotech Masters' fl agship.

It was an el ongated hexagon, a huge | ozenge of alloy the size of a city, its
superstructural features as big as sportsdones and skyscrapers. The blinking of its white and
purple running lights-if that was what the [ights were-was the only sign of activity in the ship.

"No doubt their sensors have detected the Redhawks, sir," Colonel Geen said

"Attack begins in thirty seconds,” Rochelle reported. "I wonder what they'll throw back at
us?"

Enerson | eaned forward to call down to an officer on the operations floor below. "Are you
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sure you haven't picked up any reaction fromthe alien?"

The officer surveyed the consol es nanned by his techs, and the main displays big as novie
screens. "That's affirmative, sir; no response of any kind."

Few t hi ngs could have troubled Rolf Emerson nore, but it was too |late. The screens began
rel ayi ng visual transm ssions from VT gunpod canmeras as the fighters went in. One flight broke off
to make a pass over the eneny's upper hull, to size up the objective and draw fire so that a
second flight could make suppression runs on the alien batteries.

The caneras showed conical structures the size of pyranids, poking up out of a |andscape
of systemry. There were ziggurats, onion dones, and towers |like two-tined forks. But the ship
remai ned silent and unresponsive, inert except for the Iights. Two nore passes didn't change that.

Enmer son knew things had gone too far to sinply pull back now If he didn't give the order
Leonard or soneone else farther up the Iine would. "Al'l right; we'll provoke a response. Conmence
attack i mredi ately."

The VTs swept in, releasing dozens of Mongoose mssiles. The missiles were powerful and

accurate, producing brilliant explosions and |ots of snobke, but when the snoke cleared, it was
evi dent that they had caused no detectabl e damage, none at all
Then soneone said, "Sir, |'mgetting some novenent fromthe enemy ship."

"Right." The Redhawks' | eader could see them too, now elongated, bulbous things |ike
inverted teardrops, |ooking nore glassy than netallic, gracefully grooved with spiral flutings.
They rem nded sone Human observers of chandelier |ight bulbs, energing fromhousings or rising up
fromwhere they had lain flat along the hull, to cone to bear on the fighters.

"Everybody | ook sharp for antiaircraft fire," the Redhawk | eader said, though he had the
feeling that those were nore than just some AA guns snhouting out to track his squadron

The green-white serpentine discharges of energy bolts crackled fromthe | ong nuzzles,
withing and intertwining like living things. All at once they were coning fromeverywhere, the
i nvader ship protected by a blazing network of interlacing streans of destruction. One VT was
blown to bits, then another, and two nore, before the pilots could get clear

Sonmeone said, "Sir, |I'mpicking up an unidentified craft emerging fromthe nother ship; ID
signature indicates one of their assault craft. Correction: make that two assault ships."

The XT craft zoomed out together and pounced on the VTs even as the Redhawk | eader was
warning his nen. A pair of VIs attenpting to strafe a cannon enpl acenent was taken from behi nd,
blown to flam ng weckage by streanms of green-white energy discs.

Emerson ordered the Redhawk | eader, "Break off the attack on the nother ship and get on
those assault craft at once! Keep themfrom getting back to the nother ship or reaching any ground
targets.”

"I copy, sir." But the VT |leader didn't sound very confident about it.

Green told Emerson, "Sensor data indicate the power in each of those landing craft is
superior to that in the entire Redhawk squadron.”

“I'"'mnot surprised, Colonel," Emerson said. "But it's not just a question of raw power. If
we can isolate themwho knows?" Sufficient firepower concentrated in the right place nmight do the
trick; one torpedo could sink a carrier, after all; one rocket could destroy an arsenal

The Redhawks caught up with one of the assault craft on its plumet to the ground; they
were having a hard tinme spotting the second.

"Ckay, we've got 'imnow, keep 'imin sight," the | eader said, noving into position for a
shot at the invader's tail. The VTs' guns hosed green-white energy discs nuch like the aliens'; it
was Robot echnol ogy agai nst Robot echnol ogy.

But the target was gone abruptly. The Redhawk | eader craned to see what had happened.
"Where'd he go?"

He got his answer a nonent |ater. The | anding boat had gone into an incredibly powerfu
di ve, |l ooped, and cone around onto the Redhawk formation's tail.

"Break and shake!" yelled the | eader, but it was too late to evade. The alien picked off
the rear ship in the dianond of four, and went in after the others. A second burst fromthe
i nvader got another VT and sent it plowing into its w ngmate.

The | eader came in for a high deflection shot at the bandit, but it evaded with anmazing
agility and slid around onto his tail, chopping away at him The tight packages of destructive
energy holed the fighter's fusel age, and sent the Redhawk | eader plunging to the Earth, trailing
flane and snoke.

The fighting had brought the ships down close to the ground; there was no tine to eject.
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Sean Phillips watched the Redhawk | eader's VT plow into the ground, off in the distance,
toward the air base.

"My God! Unbelievable! A whole squadron w ped out in two-three m nutes!”

Angel o Dante shook his head slowy. "Maybe we didn't beat themthe other day after all
maybe they just wanted to wait for the Main Event."

"W did beat them once, and we can beat them again," Dana contradicted |oudly. But a
nmonment | ater she gasped as she saw the second assault ship link up with the first. They turned and
began an approach on the base, the origin of the fighters that had attacked their flagship. As
they went they began dropping Bioroids, the necha dispersing and advancing on their antigrav
Hovercraft for an attack.

And at the head of the nountainous, arnored invaders rode the red Bioroid.

CHAPTER NI NE

A WV biplane had perhaps fifteen gauges and instrunents a WVII fighter sone thirty-five or so
By the time of the Aobal Cvil War, a front-line fighter-bonber had approxinmately four hundred

i ndi cators, readouts, and so forth. Robotech nmecha made those planes | ook as sinple as unicycles.
Is it any wonder that the RDF, and the Southern Cross Army that took its place, had little use for
people with fast reflexes and the rest of it, but who couldn't image, couldn't think their necha
through a fight? It was the only conceivable way of controlling such an instrunentality.

And even that wasn't always enough

Zachary Fox Jr., Men, Wonen, Mecha: the Changed Landscape of the Second Robotech War

The conventional arnored vehicles and self-propelled artillery at the base did their best to send
up defensive barrages, but the Bioroids were too agile and their counterfire too devastating. The
Bi oroi ds wove down through the tracers and solid-projectile fire, and then opened up

Bl asts fromthe di scus-shaped hand weapons sent the field pieces and battle tanks up in
violent ruin. The missile batteries didn't have any better luck; nore Bioroids cane in at | ow
angl es, taking themout with highly accurate fire.

Pilots scranbled to their planes, horrified that they had been caught on the ground by the
i ncredi bl e speed of the alien attack. Men and worren with one foot in the cockpit, or just |owering
the canopy, or beginning their taxi, were incinerated in their exploding aircraft. Wole |ines of
par ked shi ps di sappeared in trenmendous outl ashings of energy. Arnored leg infantry, bravely
attenpting to defend the base with snmall arns, were nowed down on strafing runs.

The Bi oroi ds began cutting the base to ribbons, determined to turn it into one huge
funeral pyre, beam ng down communi cati ons and sensor towers, strafing barracks, savaging every
target they saw

One of the few TASC units to nake it upstairs was Marie Crystal's. She formed up the Bl ack
Li ons, then brought them around to do whatever they could in the face of the appalling
count er at t ack.

They spied a flight of blue Bioroids led by the red. "Ckay, nail those bastards!" she
yelled; the VIs went in. But the Bioroids on their flying platfornms were fearl ess and capabl e;
they came head-on, knocking down first one Lion, then another

But the VTs got on the scoreboard, too; Marie waxed a blue thoroughly, sawit fall in
burning pieces along with its broken sky-sled. Another blue fell like a blazing conet, and the
dogfight intensified. But Marie had a noment to notice that the red | eader had di sappeared, had
gone on, she supposed, to direct the attack on the base.

But she couldn't break | oose to give chase; just then two nore blues junped her.

Far across the valley, on the outskirts of Monunent City, the 15th watched snoke rise from
the airfield. It was obvious to themall now that the attack was conpletely concentrated there,
but they received no orders to nove in the mdst of the turnmoil. Dana could only guess what a
madhouse the comand center nust be at the nonment. Apparently nobody had stopped to think that the
Hovertanks were needed. That, or the nessage had never gotten through

"Those dirty, nurderous-" Bow e grated.

Dana nmade a decision. "Let's mount up."

That left Sean and Angelo to stare at her in amazenent while she scranbl ed aboard her
gl eami ng Val kyrie. Qther 15th troopers raced to get rolling.

As Val kyrie eased forward on its surface-effect thrusters, Angelo noved to bl ock the way.
"No! Have you gone crazy?"

Dana throttled back, the tank settling, the pitch of its engines dropping. "Qutta ny way,
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Sergeant . "

"We're assigned to protect this sector, Lieutenant. O have you forgotten those orders?"

She stared down at himfrom her cockpit-turret. "Wat, so they can rip us apart one unit
at a tine? The comp nets are useless, and there is such a thing as personal initiative."

Angel o lowered his head |ike a bull to glare at her. "Qur orders are to wait right here."

She gunned the tank again. "Then you can wait here, and remnd 'emof that at ny court-
martial, Angie."

The big sergeant had to dive aside as the 15th foll omed Dana, screaning off to the battle.
Sean, arns fol ded, was watching him "You know she's gonna end up right back in the brig," Angelo
said bitterly.

"Assuning we still have a brig.
| ater, Sergeant."

Angel o was |left to scratch his head, dunbfounded, as Sean hurried to catch up with the
others. Then he heard another voice, a very strident one.

"Li eutenant, you are deserting your post! Return at once! Acknow edge!"

Nova Satori was pulling up on an MP Hovercycle, her blue-black hair billow ng behind her
under the confinement of her goggle band. She was yelling into a radio mke. Wth the
comruni cations systenms so conpletely bollixed up-both from confusi on and damage done by the
rai ders-she had been pressed into service as a nmessenger

"Get back here or face a general court-martial!" she called, but she stopped the cycle
near Angie's tank; it was pointless to try to follow the 15th when they were noving at full speed-
especially into the mddle of a pitched battle.

Angel o shook his head in resignation. "Then you'd better draw up papers on ne, too,
Lieutenant."” He junped to his tank, the Trojan Horse, ignoring her outcries.

Sean smiled. Then he was boarding the Bad News. "See ya

Bi g shuttles and transport ships, tiny recon fliers, hangars, and repair gantries-they
were all equal targets of the blue horde. And the defenders were becom ng fewer and fewer.

Trying to see through the snoke in the cockpit of her damaged VT, Marie plunged toward the
hardt op. She had becone an ace and nore in the course of the attack, but nunber six had her
nunber, and got a piece of her just as she finished him

She managed to throw the switches and do the inaging that sent her VT into Guardi an node
It reconfigured just in tine, foot thrusters blaring as it ground in for a standup | anding.

As was often the case with Robotechnol ogy, damage suffered in one node was less critica
in another, and the very act of mechanorphosis seenmed to help the craft cope.

But she was no sooner at a standstill than eneny blasts gouged the runway all around her.
The red Bioroid, |like a stooping bird of prey, plunged at her. The Guardian's thrusters gushed,
and she leapt it high.

Cotta take himout! They raced at each other, firing.

"I copy." Green turned fromthe phone to Enerson. "The airbase is putting up only
scattered resistance, sir. It could fall at any tine."

Emer son wonder ed what woul d happen if it did. Wuld the aliens try to annex it-set up
ground operations? O would they sinply plunder what Protoculture they could find and torch the
whol e installation?

Leonard and the other higher-ups had been adamant that the Hovertanks be used to protect
popul ation centers rather than depl oyed to Fokker Base, where Enerson wanted themin the first
pl ace. But now the top brass were out of contact, conmunication virtually nil, and Enerson had
roomto use his own personal initiative

"Bring in the Hovertanks. Get the fifteenth over there ASAP"

"Even “as soon as possible' isn't soon enough, sir," Rochelle observed. "It'|ll take too
long to get a nessage through and redeploy them?"”

"Try anyway!" Enerson snapped. Rochelle rushed to obey.

"Sir, shall | informall units to be ready to evacuate the base?" G een hazarded the
guestion. Enerson just stared at the tactical displays.

Marie and the red Bioroid played out their deadly gane of high/low hide-and-seek as
Bi oroi ds and VTs cl ashed, fired, and were destroyed on all sides.

Marie's Guardi an | anded and gl anced around the repair area in which it found itself, a big
pul se laser gun held like a pistol in its cyclopean fist. "Ckay, where y'at now?" she nurmured.

She didn't have to wait long for a reply. The red came swooping over a building at her
The Guardian sprang up to neet it; as in a joust, they passed within arm s |ength of each other
firing away, dodgi ng each other's fire.
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But when Marie |anded, the knees of her mecha gave way, cut in half by the red' s energy
shots. The Guardi an crashed down on its chin, dazing her. She fought back the woozi ness, popping
the canopy and draggi ng herself out.

She pulled off her helnmet and shoved it aside, then froze. The red had settled its
Hovercraft right in front of her, and she was staring up the barrel of the discus-shaped pistol, a
barrel as big as a stormdrain. Marie watched, unnoving, waiting for the end.

But it wasn't the end either she or the red had expected. A cannon bolt cane in, a thin
one at high resolution set for |ong-distance work. The shot didn't quite take off the end of the
Bioroid' s arm it nmissed by only a few feet.

Still, it threw up snoke and rubbl e, and appeared to stagger the red. Marie hugged the
hardt op, shi el ding her head. Then she | ooked up, and saw where the shot had cone from

The 15th was |ined up abreast and waiting. Dana stood up in her cockpit-turret, surveying
her handi work proudly as the red Bioroid pivoted to face her. She waved. "Over here, ya big netal
dink! Can't ya even tell when sonebody's shooting at you?"

As she hoped, the Bioroid rose on its platform forgetting Marie, and rushed at her. Dana
was back in her tank in a nonent, the Val kyrie going through nechanorphosis to 3 adiator, the rest
of the 15th enul ating her.

Dana's next salvo nissed the red but knocked it waffling off course, nearly out of
control. The rest of the ATACs were shooting at the blue Bioroids that surged in at them The
massed main batteries of the 15th skeeted alien after alien out of the sky; the air shimered with
heat waves at the vast forces unl eashed. Thick snoke fromthe burning base and the expl oded mecha
bill owed through the air. The squat, nmassive d adiators voll eyed and vol |l eyed, picking off nore
i nvaders while keeping the rest at bay with their tremendous volune of fire.

The red Bioroid dropped fromits platformto the ground, and was joined by a blue, to
attack on foot.

“One on your right, Lieutenant!"

"I see him Bow e!" Looking after each other was a habit they would never break, she
guessed. That suited her

The red popped up from behind a nound of fallen concrete to stitch the side of her
d adiator with a row of shots. Any other mecha in the Earth arsenal woul d have been severely
damaged or blown to snithereens, but Val kyrie was scarcely touched. Dana traversed her gun barre
and whanmed away again. The shot went wi de, and the red and the blue came charging at the 15th's
posi tion.

The red seened as big as Mount Everest. It and Dana fired at the same nonent, near m sses
that rocked each other. "Bow e, cover ne!"

“You got it!" Bowie drove the red back, firing with everything his tank, the D ddy-Wa-

Di ddy, had, even though the twin barrels of the secondary batteries scarcely scratched the
Bioroid' s hide. The rest of the 15th was busy maintaining the shield of AA fire; Dana went to
Battl oid nmode, springing through the air to confront the red.

The two nmecha catapulted through the air at each other. Dana protected herself fromthe
eneny' s handweapon shots with the thick curve of arnor nounted al ong one armli ke an ancient
duel i st's targone.

In the meantime she drew a bead with her own titanic battle rifle, the reconfigured tank-
node cannon. The shot pierced the red' s left shoulder in a spatter of nmolten netal and oily bl ack
snoke, a necha-wound that spewed sparks and shrapnel and tongues of flame. The red went reeling
and flailing back through the air, hit the ground with a crash, and |lay sprawl ed. Dana rushed at
it, intending to rip |oose the power couplings and tubes connected to the head area, to disable it
conpl etely.

But as Dana charged in, it resuned firing. Only the reflexes of a young professional in
superb condition let her leap her Battloid out of the Iine of fire. The red junped to cover and so
did Dana; in another nonent they were playing duck-and-shoot once nore.

"Angi e, lay cover for me, can you?"

"I't's on the way!" The cannonade fromthe Trojan Horse sent the red bounding in retreat;
Dana's Battloid |aunched itself after.

"CGotcha now" She fired on the fly, scoring another hit on the left shoul der as the red
twisted and flipped to avoid. The alien | anded awkwardly, nearly toppling. Wen it spun for
anot her bl ast at her, she was ready.

Dana's rifle-cannon bolt blew the di scus-shaped hand weapon right out of the red' s fist;
it stood unnoving, as if stunned.

Dana centered it in her sights. The war's over for you, hosehead! At last, Earth had a
POW
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Just then the Bioroid was in notion again. Straight for her. "Huh?"

It strode directly at her weapon's rnuzzle. "What the-"

She fired again, a high-resolution beamthat seared a hold right through it at the
wai stline. The red stunbl ed, regai ned bal ance, and charged her |ike an enornous defensive tackle

Again the visions and strangely conmpelling inmages filled her. Was it because this was how
she was to die? she wondered. The wash of enotion and disorientati on paral yzed her where she woul d
ot herwi se certainly have cut the foe in two with as many shots as it took

Bef ore she coul d shake off the trance, though, the red drop-kicked her Battloid. She shook
of f her stupefaction and her Battloid reached to grapple, but the red had already junped high, its
flying disc platformskiming in under it to bear it away into the air

The alien fired at her with the weapons enplaced in the steering stems pod; she barely
rolled out of the way in tine to avoid being hit. The red zi pped past.

"That tears it!" The Valkyrie hurled itself into the air, mechanorphosing. It |anded
solidly on both feet, in 3 adiator node, main battery traversing, Dana's sight reticle searching
Let's see howthey like it when | clean house on their assault craft!

She fired off a max-power round, recalling how Bow e's accidental shot of the day before
had monentarily stopped the invaders. She ainmed for it and hit the glassy blue done on the upper
side of its nose, presuming that to be the bridge; the shot shattered the done and elicited a
spl ash of secondary expl osion, snoke, and fl ane.

The red tottered again, shaken by the bolt as much as the assault craft, and its
enotionless tinted visor-face swng back for a | ook at Dana. She and the rest of the 15th opened
up on the raiders with everything they had, prinmaries and secondari es hamering. Three nore of the
blues fell in the blaststorm but the red and the rest wove through the fire to return to their
smoki ng, listing ship

The rai ders dove aboard. The rust-red attack ship realigned, then dove upward out of sight
at great speed, before the ATACs could bring weapons to bear on it.

CHAPTER TEN

Suddenly, a new Triunvirate

Dana, Nova, Marie,

Each zi gzaggi ng from her side toward

The center of the triskelion

M ngtao, Protocul ture: Journey Beyond Mecha

The Bioroids were all tied in to the assault ship," Rochelle reported. "Signal Intelligence and
ground observers, sensors, and after-action reports all agree," he added. "The Bioroids were
forced to retreat when Sterling got a round into the ship and disrupted their conmand capability.
At | east we've got some idea how to handle their mecha."

But it was obvious the eneny woul d be nmuch nore careful next time. Enerson rubbed his face
wearily, feeling the bristles and | ooking forward to sonme sleep. "At least there's a little good
news. "

"Yessir. Um" Rochelle broached a very delicate subject. "About Lieutenant Sterling
abandoni ng her post and di sobeyi ng orders-what d' we do?"

Everyone knew Emerson was Bowie Grant's official guardian and Dana's unofficial one, but
that had never made any difference as far as the young people's treatnent in the Southern Cross
mlitary. Enmerson knew what he would do to any junior officer who had done what Dana had, and
after a nonent's hesitation conceded to hinmself that it was only just.

Dana was singing loudly and, as usual, badly off key. The shower spray came down at her
st eam hot, and she nassaged out bruises and sore nuscles. She bit her |lip once or tw ce, pausing
in her song to fight back inages of the red Bioroid.

Maybe those thoughts were sonme alien weapon? In any case, she nustn't fall prey to them
agai n!

The battl e had been bad enough, but there was also a row of sleepless nights ahead,
repai ring and runni ng mai ntenance, getting in replacenments and shuffling the TO& and doi ng yet
nore training, to get the 15th conbat-ready again in less tinme than it could possibly take.

There was a poundi ng at her bathroom door. She could hear Nova Satori's voice over the
rushing water, "Just can the arias, Lieutenant, and get a nove on."

Dana reluctantly left the shower, winding a towel around her, and enmerged fromthe tiny
bat hroom cubicle in a cloud of steam "What d' you think, Nova? Do | have a future in show
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busi ness?"

The MP |ieutenant sneered. "Sure, sweeping up after the circus parade. Now, hurry up
we're late.”

Dana was perfectly content to dawdl e; Nova refused to tell her where she was being taken
or why, but it seened pretty plain. "Aw, take it easy! You'll have nme back in your |ockup soon
enough! "

Nova was | eaning against the wall with arnms folded. She blurted out angrily, "The
cerenony's al ready-" She stopped, saw that Dana had caught it, shrugged to herself, and went on.
"I"'mtaking you to receive a pronotionfor valor."

"They' re bunping you to first looie."

"Come in, Space Station Liberty! Space Station Liberty, Space Station Liberty, this is
Earth Control, Earth Control, please acknow edge, over."
The transm ssion had been going out ever since the Masters appeared to begin their

probi ngs of Earthly defenses. The UEG and Southern Cross were certain that Liberty was still there
inits Trojan Lagrangian point-Nunber Five-out near Luna's orbit. Al indications were that the
crew was still alive. In some way the scientists and engineers were still trying to understand,

the Masters seened to be watching everything on the spectrumout Liberty's way. An op would no
sooner try a frequency than it was janmed, at |east as far as Earth-Liberty |Iinks were concerned

Wth the flagships' arrival in Earth orbit, even the relay tel esats had gone dead, and in
the wake of that first barrage from Captain Konodo, the satellites had been blasted fromthe sky.
Eart h- based conmo | asers were usel ess, what with the distortion caused by the planet's atnosphere.

But the comuni cations peopl e doggedly kept trying. Radio Station Liberty, with its unique
Robot ech | ong-range conmm gear, was Earth's only hope for eventual contact with the SDF-3 and Ri ck
Hunter's expedition. Mrre, Liberty's personnel were Human beings, cut off fromtheir honme pl anet;
Earth nust make every effort on their behalf. A rescue mssion out to Liberty was inpossible,
though. Earth | acked the ships, equipnment, and facilities to nount such an expedition in the
foreseeable future, now that its main aerospace installation had been so badly ravaged by the
Bi or oi ds.

But a research teamover in the encryption systens shop at Signal Security came up with a
makeshi ft solution. Earth and Liberty could phase their equipment to junp frequencies, seem ngly
at random fromone to the next, in mlliseconds, and get in brief communications on each one
before the Masters could jamit. The result would be resuned conmunications with Liberty and, it
was hoped, Mbon Base survivors.

The only probl emwas, sonmebody had to get the word, and the neticul ously worked out
schedul e of freq junps, through to Liberty.

“"Now, |'mnot going to b-s you," the briefing officer said to the young unit conmanders
ranged around the big horseshoe table. "Getting a tight-beamconmo |aser up into orbit and
punchi ng through a signal to Liberty is going to be one hairy mssion."

He | ooked around at the | eaders from Cosmic Units, TASC, ATAC, and the rest. "Suprene
Headquarters is calling for volunteers. Personally, | think it should be done by assignnment, but
there it is. So far, only Lieutenant Crystal of TASC has consented to go on this nmission."

Dana knew very well whom he was waiting for. Along with the Black Lions, her 15th had the
only real conbat experience in dealing with eneny necha, and the heavily arnored Hovertanks were
the nost effective weapons Earth had. Like any soldier who had been around for a while, she knew
that one of the basic rules of existence was never to volunteer. Still, a little sonething extra
woul d be expected of the ATACs; she knew that when she applied for training, and so had everybody
el se in the 15th.

She swal | owed and rose to her feet. "You can deal us in, sir.
and gave Dana a half snile.

"Very comrendabl e,” the briefing officer nodded. "But we're going to have roomfor only
three Hovers. You pick."

Marie lifted one eyebrow

Dana got the point of what a critical assignnent she had volunteered for when she
di scovered that the mssion briefing was to be given by General Enerson hinself.

He wasn't sweet, gruff Uncle Rolf then; he was all business and military precision. His
only concession to their former relationship was when, shaking her handas he had Marie's and the
ot hers'-he gave her a short, mninmal flash of smle and grow ed, "Good |uck, Lieutenant Sterling;
go get 'em"”

She decided to take Angel o and Bowi e. Bowi e accepted it without any show of enption, with
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barely a word of acknow edgnent. Angelo had to put on an el aborate show, with a ot of talk about
goi ng head-on agai nst an eneny armada si ngl e-handed, but Dana had confidence in himever since he
went along with her "personal initiative" decision to race to the rescue at Fokker Base.

The rest of the 15th showed sone di sappoi nt ment about being | eft behind, but kept it to
t hensel ves, even Sean. Dana rem nded herself to be wary of the ATACs' own heart breaker, but she
was beginning to feel that she could rely on him too.

Emer son and Green stood studying the i mage of the eneny dreadnaught. "Are you sure
Sterling and Crystal are qualified to command this mssion, sir?" Geen' s voice echoed through the
command center. "They do seemrather young for so nuch responsibility.”

Ener son nodded thoughtfully. "Yes, but they're the best we have at |eadi ng our nost
power ful mecha, and they're the only two unit comuanders alive who've engaged the Bi oroids. And
both did it effectively."

Emerson pursed his lips for a noment, then added omi nously, "If anyone can do it, they
can."

A conmand center captain named Anderson poi nted out changes in the readouts; the eneny
not her ship was in notion again. "They're noving into a |lower orbit again, |ooks like."

Al'l the launchpads for the real heavyweights were still out of comm ssion. There were only
two left that could accept shuttles, and so the mission was built around that [imt; the
| aunchpads were reusabl e, of course, but not in a short enough turnaround tinme to be of any help
Repair to danmaged pads was goi ng on around the clock, but that was of even |ess use today.

The two tiled white shuttles sat |ike delta-w nged crossbow quarrels on the inclined
| aunch ramps. Marie was in the pilot's seat in the nunber one ship, the Challenger 1V; only a few
hundred yards away sat the Potenkin.

Her copilot, Heideger, was an experienced captain fromCosnic Units. It was only over
Cosmi c's objections that a TASC of fi cer had been gi ven command, but Marie was glad to have
Hei deger as her first officer anyway; the man really knew his job.

They were completing the Iong preflight checklist. "We're now on internal conputers,"”

Hei deger said. The flight deck door slid open and Dana and Bowi e entered. They were unarnored, the
expected g-1oad being what it was, and Dana carried-Marie couldn't believe her eyes-a magazi ne! As
if this were some commuter hop

"You're late," Marie bristled.

"W were securing the tanks-" Bowi e began, taken aback

"Stow it, Private, and get to your station!" Marie spat.

Now it was Dana's turn to bristle. "He was following nmy orders, Lieutenant. Or would you
like a few dozen tons of Hovertank bounci ng around during | aunch?"

Mari e drew a deep breath. "Dana, zip your lip and siddown! We're already in pre-ignition."

Voi ces from | aunch control were talking to her and to Heideger. Marie turned back to her
i nstrunent panel and began tappi ng touchpad squares; Dana and Bowie got to their seats just as the
mai n engi nes began firing up. Al systens were green

Dana sat at a station sonewhat behi nd Hei deger, facing outboard, at the astrogation
officer's station, which doubled as a gun position. In case of attack, her field of fire would
protect the shuttle's port-nidships area. Bowie was the next one aft, at the comunications
position, which also controlled the port-stern guns. Angelo Dante was at the starboard-m dships
guns, and a shuttle crewran was across from Bow e at the starboard-stern guns.

Dana affected boredomwi th the final countdown procedures. She had been on | aunches
before, in training, and regarded them as overdranmati zed and unnecessarily conplicated-just the
sort of thing the Cosmic Units and the TASC types | oved. Tankers believed in results, not
cerenony! The whol e thing brought out her rebellious streak.

Hei deger swung around to take care of sonething el se, punching up revised orbita
ballistics, and saw that she had opened the fashi on nagazine on her lap. "Lieutenant, this isn't
| i ke ATACs; pay attention, because we work for a living around here, and everybody has to be
alert!”

He turned back to his duties at once, and Marie, though she heard it, was too busy to give
Dana a chewi ng out. Dana, as al ways, reacted to sonebody el se's orders with stubborn defiance. She
opened t he nmagazi ne and t hunbed t hrough the |atest |ooks from around the world.

What d'you know, they were wearing enpire-waisted, opaque stuff down in Rio, with netallic
body- pai nt desi gns underneat h-very daring. The rage in GCsaka was all synthetic eel skin and | ace.

M cronesi ans were going in for beaded nunbers with a total coverage about equivalent to a candy-
bar wrapper!

The pre-ignition burn went on as the | aunchpads raised the shuttles up to their correct
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| aunch angle. Al systens checked out. Marie found a nmonent in which to hope she hadn't done the
wong thing by not arguing agai nst Dana's presence on the m ssion. The kid's got guts, but she's
bul | headed. And now she's 'zoided out with this magazine riff. | just hope she can keep her m nd
right upstairs the way she does on the ground.

The shuttles cane vertical as their primary engines flared and al pi ne nounds of rocket
exhaust rose. At a precise nonent the gantries released them and the two ships lifted off, slowy
at first, quickly gathering speed.

Dana felt herself pressed back deep into her acceleration seat.

Suddenly her nagazi ne slipped fromwhere she'd tucked it between her knees. It flopped
open and pasted itself across her face like a determ ned starfish attacking a choice oyster. She
struggl ed against it, her yells nuffled by the nmagazi ne. Has anythi ng nore enbarrassing ever
happened to nme? Nope, can't think of any...

"Told ya," she dimy heard Hei deger say in disgust. No one could help her; they were al
wei ghted by the heavy g's. The best she could do was | ever the nmagazi ne up and breath around the
edges.

Suddenly a voice said, "This is the Potenkin, Lieutenant Borgni ne speaking-Ch!"

She realized that his transnission had sonehow been routed to her console as well as to
Marie's and Hei deger's. So, Borgnine was |ooking right at her. "Um are you all right?"

"Just a second," Dana tried to say, but it came out, "Miff uh ff-uh." Meanwhile, at the
end of an eternity, the engine burn was over, and she felt a nonment's zero-g as the shuttle's
artificial gravity cut in.

Dana | owered the magazi ne, bl ood rushing back into her white face in a furious blush. She
had a feeling she was in for sone black and blue fromher close encounter with haute couture.

"I'mfine!" she tried to say brightly.

Bor gni ne's copilot, who | ooked about thirteen years old, |eaned over to informhis boss,
"Conmputers say we're comng up for a new course correction.”

Bor gni ne frowned. "Wat? That's nmuch too soon. Marie, what d' your internal conputers
show?"

"We' || check it out and get right back to you," she said. ldeally, they would have bucked
the problem back to Earth, but the Masters' interference had al ready put them beyond conmuni cation
range.

Marie took tinme out to chuckle, "Hey, Dana! How d that facial feel?"

Both shuttles jettisoned the spent solid-fuel boosters as the crews worked to find out why
Borgni ne' s conputer was acting up. The Potenkin's autopilot seenmed adanant that a course
correction was needed, and the overrides didn't seemto be dissuading it.

"I have nore bad news," Bowi e said quietly. "The invaders are comn' our way. Only this
time there are two of them two nother ships.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

At this moment ny hand is bleeding; | crushed a glass in frustration because | can't find out what
is going on up there-none of us can! And yet | can tell something has happened to Dana, is
happening to her, by neans that are my secret to guard.

Ah, the Protoculture, it demands so nuch in return for revealing its nysteries! My life is a tiny
price to pay. And Dana's, even |ess.

Dr. Lazio Zand, notes for Event Horizon: Perspectives on Dana Sterling and the Second Robotech \War

Marie turned to Bowi e. "How Soon can we get that transm ssion of f?"

Bowi e, who was responsi ble for maki ng the actual transm ssion, did not think things |ooked
very good. "I'mnot picking up anything fromthemyet, Lieutenant." And the |aser hadn't even been
depl oyed yet. It was a very tight one, for the long shot to Liberty; it had been presumed that it
woul d take sonme time to establish contact, and there didn't seemto be rmuch of that.

"Hurry it up; we've got conpany comng," Marie said, and went back to her flying.

Borgnine's shuttle carried no special apparatus; it was an escort ship. Mreover, there
was little he could do to hel p anybody now, with his computers leading a life of their own. And
all the time, the alien leviathans closed in on the shuttles.

Then, despite anything Borgnine and his crew could do, his engines fired. "Cut your
engi nes! Retrofire!” Marie hollered into her mke. It did no good; Potenkin accelerated, directly
toward the Masters' nonolith that |oonmed on its vector

No one could tell whether what was happeni ng was sonme expl ai nabl e glitch-sonme danage done
during the Bioroids attack, perhaps, and not detected-or sonething the Robotech Masters had
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instigated. It didn't matter; the shuttle blazed toward the invader like an interceptor nissile.

Borgnine tried everything he could think of, to no effect. Engines would not shut down,
retros wouldn't fire, conmputers wouldn't listen, and altitude jets were insistently silent.

"Cnon, girl, steady. Steady now, " Borgnine inplored his ship.

A separate warning systemconputer flashed red |ights and al arm whoopers, saying in its
enotionl ess fermal e voice, "Danger, danger. Collision alert. Collision is inmmnent, repeat,

i mm nent."

"Li eutenant Crystal, |'ve got a runaway here," he told Marie. "Nothing we can do." Still,
they tried everything they could think of.

An invader ship-the Robotech Masters' flagshi p-grew huge before them as they bore down on
it. "Be inforned: this mght be eneny-induced. You're on your own. Good |lu-" The shuttle slamed
into the alien supership at max velocity; the inpact and the detonati ng weapons, fuel and power
systens, nmade an explosion that lit the faces of Marie and her copilot hundreds of niles away.

Marie instinctively put in a transmssion to Earth, to informthem of the Potenkin's
death, just in case they were receiving down bel ow

Dana stood frozen by the sudden destruction of so many nen and wonen, hearing Borgnine's
| ast words. You're on your own.

"Why...why couldn't we...help them.."

But even nore than the shock of the crash, she was frozen by this first close | ook at the
alien flagship. It, too, seemed a renenbered thing from an inpossible recollection. Superinposed
on it was the blank, enignmatic vision of the red Bioroid.

She sat trenbling like a | eaf at her station, only partially hearing Marie's biting reply.
"Not hi ng we could do, you know that. W're all volunteers, renmenber? To tell you the truth,

Li eutenant, | expected better of you. Now, shut up and do your job!"

"Eneny's now at eight hundred nmiles and closing fast," Heideger said matter-of-factly.
There was no point in trying to outrun the swift aliens, and besides, Challenger |1V had a mi ssion
to perform

"Pot enki n appears to have been destroyed, sir," the announcenent canme in the conmand
center.

"What about Challenger IV ?" an operations officer asked.

"Information limted due to eneny jamm ng, but the nother ships appear to be closing on
the remai ning shuttle.”

At a distance of four hundred miles, the flagship | aunched assault boats. Bowie still had
no contact with Space Station Liberty.

"Li eutenant, take over fire control," Marie ordered.

But Dana could only sit, trenbling, eyes frozen on her instrunents and the pistol-grip
fire control. Before her were overlapping i mages of the alien ship, of the assault craft, and the
Bi oroi d-every noment of her conbats against it came back in overwhelmng detail, shutting out al
ot her thought. And on the periphery of her awareness were enotions to which she could put no nane.

Bowi e | ooked at her worriedly, but there was no tinme to stop to find out what was w ong.
"I show eneny craft at one hundred niles and closing."

Angel o had swung around in his acceleration chair. "Lieutenant, she said "take conmand.'
Dana? C non, snap out of it!"

"Save it, Sergeant," Marie cut himoff. "I'Il take fire control. Gunners select targets
and fire as soon as they're within range."

The assault ships started pitching at | onger range than that of the shuttle's guns, but
soon the two forces were sufficiently close to each other for both to be throwi ng out everything
they had. The shuttle had a defensive shield that protected it frominmmedi ate damage, but the
shield couldn't last |ong under the pounding it was taking.

Mari e, Angelo, and the others bent to their guns-all except Dana. The firing controls were
standard Robotech setups, as famliar to the ATACs troopers as to the TASC pil ot.

The assault craft spread out. "They're trying to surround us!" Marie called as the tw n-
barrel ed gun nounts swung and threw out torrents of flaring disc bolts, the eneny answering with
the sane. "Take evasive action," she added to Hei deger

"Trying, Lieutenant," he said evenly, but the wallowi ng shuttle was no match for the
att ackers.

"Sir, eneny vessels are surrounding Challenger,"” a command center officer relayed the

news.
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"Has it been hit?"

Nova Satori, watching the displays at Col onel Fredericks's side, dreaded the answer. She
m ght have little use for Dana's and Marie's | ack of discipline, but Nova was behind them one
hundred percent right now, and rooting silently.

"Heavy activity out there, sir, and we're still not getting reliable sensor readi ngs-we
can't be sure."

Nova wat ched the screens and waited.

"One coming your way, Sergeant!" Marie yelled.

"I see 'im" Angelo said distractedly, poised over his scope and pistol-grip contro
stick. He led his target and got it dead center; it vanished in a cloud of superheated gas.

"CGood shooting!" Marie called. At that nonment another bandit drilled a Iine of holes al ong
the shuttle's port side.

"Shields failing," Heideger said. "Still no contact with Liberty or ground control."

Anot her cl ose one shook the spacecraft.

Marie realized abruptly that Dana wasn't firing. "Sterling, what's the matter with you?" A
qui ck look told her Dana wasn't hurt. "Come on, defend your sector! W need you!"

CGot to...get hold of nyself, Dana kept repeating as if it were an incantation. But she
couldn't nove, hypnotized by the visions assailing her. By sheer force of will she conpelled
herself to say, "Yeah. |I'm okay."

Al'l at once her trance turned to an all-engulfing fear. | shouldn't be here! | can't
handle this! 1'lIl let everyone down!

Marie was up, to swing Dana's chair around and slap her hard across the face. "Snhap out of
it! Stop acting like a coward!"

Dana sat, dazed. Marie turned to Heideger. "Get soneone else up here to nman these guns!"”
She junped back for the pilot's seat.

Dana was staring at the firing control as if she had never seen one before, and anot her
energy disc inpact sent the shuttle lurching. "M ssed him" Angelo yelled. "Dana, he's com ng
around to your side."

More were doing the sane; the aliens had realized that Dana's sector was a vul nerabl e
poi nt .

The lurch had thrown Dana against the fire-control grip, and she clung to it by reflex.
She instinctively thunbed the trigger button over and over. The assault craft broke off its attack
run as her fire nearly nailed it.

“I't's nice to have ya back." She heard Angelo's grin in his tone as she fought to center
the gunsight reticle on the assault craft.

VWhat was | doing? | could ve gotten us all killed! But she thrust the thought aside as the
bogi e came around for another pass. The reticle centered. Your tine's up, chunp!

She thunbed the trigger again and again. The assault boat suddenly wobbl ed of f course,
| eaki ng flame, and expl osive deconpression turned the leak into a brief whoosh, like a blowtorch
The crippl ed i nvader di sappeared beneath the shuttle.

More eneny ships had been coming in at Dana's field of fire, and thinking it a soft spot,
crowded together. She picked off another, and danmaged a third as they sought frantically to evade.

"Good shooting, Lieutenant," Angelo admtted.

Hei deger got the shuttle back under control and stabilized the damage while the others
tried to drive back the assault ships and Bowi e nade desperate efforts to get a bearing on
Li berty.

"I think the only way we're gonna do it is to get the shuttle back on a steady course," he
sai d.

"We're closing with the nother ship," Marie inforned them There wasn't much hope of
evadi ng. "Everybody get ready."

Dana waited at her station; it had been a good try, a good try.... A gallant final fight.

She wondered where the targets had gone. Then Hei deger called out, "The assault ships are
wi t hdrawi ng. They appear to be breaking off the attack."

The shuttle's guns went silent and the crew sat stunned, not believing that they were
still alive. "I don't get it," Dana blinked. Nobody else did either

But Angelo reported, "I'mpicking up a directed force field on the nother ship. | think
it's a charged particle beam projector.”

Suddenl y, enornous hyphens of energy were blazing all around them nonster discharges like
not hi ng the Humans had ever seen before. But it seenmed the nmegavol |l eys were so enormously powerfu
that they were far |l ess accurate than the flagship's other weapons.
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O maybe they're just playing with us again, it occurred to Marie. W'll knowin a few
seconds. She hit the ship's thrusters, accelerating as quickly as she dared-straight for the
flagship. "Now, if we can just get in under it before it gets us!"

The bright comets of the Masters' superweapon cascaded around the shuttle as Marie wove

and sideslipped with all the skill at her command. There were shouts and objections from everybody
el se on the flight deck
"There's no such thing as “out of range' to that particle gun!" Marie cried. "W'Ill have

to get in close, where it can't get a fix on us!" The shuttle shook and seened to want to cone
apart. "Brace yourselves!"

The Challenger 1V dove in at the flagship, homng in under its vast belly. Far above, they
could make out sonething |like an enornous fish-eye | ens between the hyphens of destruction it
spewed forth. Then all at once the shuttle was in an area of peace and quiet, out of the
megaweapon's field of fire. The Bioroids, of course, had pulled way back once that big Sunday
punch let |oose. The shuttle was zoom ng along all al one.

"Ni ce nove, Lieutenant,” Angel o conceded.

She headed in under the gargantuan ship's belly, weaving in and out of the superstructura
features. "This is just a breather! There are still those AA cannon that got the Redhawks." And,
they all knew, the Bioroids probably hadn't exactly headed home for the | ocker roons, either

Mari e shed nost of her speed with a retro-burn, steering with extrenely wasteful thruster
bl asts that couldn't be avoided. The shuttle zipped along with the nmother ship's underbelly only a
few dozen yards overhead. It wove between a stupendous grotto of the insectile conmunications
spars, like a cruise through sone eerie undersea city. It passed anong upsi de-down tuning-forklike
things as big as high-rises, and downhangi ng Towers of Babel

"Looks cl ear through there, Lieutenant," Heideger said, pointing.

Angel o forgot to breathe for a while, |ooking around himat the screens, the viewports.
The briefings hadn't done the vessel justice. "This thing's gigantic," he understat ed.

Mari e nodded to herself as she wended the ship along. She nurnured, "I-I've never seen
anything like it...." It felt nore like being in a submarine than a spacecraft.

"Say agai n, Lieutenant?" Dana piped up

Marie turned a scathing | ook on her. "Paying conplete inattention to practically
everyt hing today, are we, Lieutenant?"

Dana | ooked contrite. Marie glanced beyond her. "Hey, Bow e! Any luck getting a beam
t hr ough?”

Bowi e worked away. "Not a chance. No line of sight. Besides, all these electronic echoes
and all this energy clutter are frying the avionics."

"Any word yet, young nman?" Conmopbdore Tessel called in the comrand center

A tech replied crisply, "Well, sir, we're showi ng sonething on the sensors, but we aren't
sure what it is. W' re getting sloppy imges, and the interpretation conputers can't sort them
out."

Sean Phillips and Louie Nichols entered the conmand center. Nobody had invited them but
Emerson noted their entrance, did not object, and his subordinates I et things stand as they were.
"Anything fromthe Chall enger?" Sean asked Nova Satori quietly, anxiously.

The command center was a restricted area; she had no idea what favors were called in or
Phillips's wiles had been used to gain entry, but Nova knew she should be chasing the two ATACs
troopers out.

It just didn't seemright, though, with so nmany dead and so many nore, perhaps, about to
die. "W're getting distorted signals, so we're not sure what's happening,"” she told Sean

"There," the tech said just then. "I think that's them But-the reason our signal's
distorted is because they're so close to one of the eneny nother ships. "Hell's own bells! It's
right on top of them"

The shuttle was barely drifting along. "Staying tight as possible," Marie said, tight-
Ti pped.

"Creepy silences. Man, | hate creepy silences,” Dana nuttered.
"l suppose you'd rather have them shooting at us agai n?" Angel o shot back
"Don't worry; ground-pounders!" Marie said tartly. "There'll be lots nore shooting, and

soon." The three ATACs frowned at that; they were arnored troopers, not leg infantry ground-
pounders.

Mari e hunched forward in her chair; the shuttle was coming to the end of the flagship's
underbelly. "Get ready to try for contact again."”
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"Ready and waiting," Bow e said evenly.

"Everybody | ook sharp,” Marie said. "I'mtaking us up for a | ook-see."

She hit the main thrusters and zoomed up from underneath the i mense fl agship.

I mmedi ately, two of the chandelier-bulb cannon swung into place and sent out tangled vines of
green-white destruction.

"Ch, now they manage to find us, now that we're not hiding." Marie |aughed scornfully,
taking the shuttle through evasive maneuvers. "On your toes, all of you! W'IIl be getting
company!" Still, the fact that the enemy seemed to have | ost track of the Challenger, once the
shuttle was close in underneath was not to be forgotten

“"Alien assault ship on our tail," Angelo called out.

"And |'m picking up two nore coming in on our flanks," Dana added.

But the alien ships refrained fromfiring this time. There was still nore that the
Robot ech Masters wi shed to know about these primitive Earthlings, creatures |ike missing |inks
really, who had in sone unfathomabl e manner w ped out the giant Zentraedi

The |l aunch bays of the assault ships opened, and Bi oroids zoomed forth.

Mari e had partial shields back, but she zooned in lowto the flagship's upper hull
skimmng it, so that the eneny cannon couldn't be depressed | ow enough to hit the shuttle.

The Bioroids, on the other hand, had trouble getting a clear shot, swarnming as thickly as
they did; they ran the risk of hitting their own ship or one another

"Bowi e, resume contact-scan," Marie ordered.

"Roger; scanning," Bowi e responded. The |aser-contact with Liberty required enornous
preci sion. That woul d mean that Challenger IV was going to have to do | ess naneuvering, at |east
for alittle while. And that in turn nmeant that sonebody was going to have to keep the Bioroids
away fromthe shuttle; repel them perhaps, or better yet, decoy them

"Take over," Marie told Heideger. "I"'mgoing to suit up." She began naking her way to the
rear cargo bay, and her Veritech.

CHAPTER TVELVE

You can't get sonebody in your sights in conbat wi thout spending a ot of tinme after that
wondering if you're in sonebody el se's.

Remark nmade by Dana Sterling to Nova Satori

The Bioroids began to press their attack; Heideger threw in sone jukes-and-jinxes as the top cargo
bay doors opened to nmake Marie's |aunch | ess of a cl aypi geon shoot.

The VT roared out into the dark vacuum and nost of the Bioroids turned to pursue at once,
| eaving the others to dodge the shuttle's fire. Dana and Angel o each nmanaged to flame a bl ue eneny
nmecha.

Then it was again all turns-and-burns for Marie, a furious dogfight in the uncaring void.
She bagged three of themin harrow ng, furious maneuvering nmuch nore appropriate to atnospheric
fighting than airless space; Robotech craft noved very nuch in accordance with the pilot's
i magi ng, and Marie was nmuch nore confortable flying where aerodynanics and control surfaces
count ed.

Then a fourth alien foe got a line of shots into her fuselage, but only at a grazing
angle, so that they did little damage. She turned on the blue vengefully, flanmed it, and neatly
avoided fire fromtwo nore.

Suddenly a shape from her ni ghtnares swooped close, the red Bioroid aimng for her. "Oh,
no, you don't!" She hit enmergency power, blasting away, at the sane tinme putting the VT through
mechanor phosis. The VT reconfigured to Guardi an node. Marie was about to conme around for another
go at the red, but two blues pounced on her before she coul d.

Inside the shuttle, Heideger yelled, "Marie's in trouble!"

Dana waxed anot her blue but m ssed the one behind it. "Look, we've all got our own
problenms. Bowie, talk to ne."

Bowi e was intent at his work at the commp suite. "Tentative contact. | think I've got a
fix on them"

"Rai se the |laser-transmitter," Dana ordered; that would risk having it damaged, but there
wasn't much tine left, and the volunteers would just have to ganble.

Qutside, Marie led the first blue along, getting it between her and the second, then
zapping it thoroughly. The second cane through the spherical fireball of the first, blinded a bit
by it, so that she took it by surprise and peppered it with a sustained burst. It, too, was
obliterated.
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"Transmitter in position," Bowi e said over the tactical net.

Mari e spared a qui ck glance whil e maneuvering and craning for nore opponents. "Roger! |
see it!" The laser had energed froman arnored pod over the flight deck. It was such a fragile,
uni npressi ve-l ooking device, it occuffed to Marie, to have been the centerpi ece of such carnage.

A blue seened to notice the apparatus and go in for a shot at it, but Marie pounced on it
fromthe six o' clock position and shot the alien war nachine to shreds.

"Awright, Bowi e, now or never," Dana said, sw nging her guns to a new target.

Bowi e began sending the encoded transm ssion in burst format; all the information was
contained in a single mcro-pul se that was repeated over and over. If just one pul se got through
the Liberty operators could decrypt it instantly, reprogramtheir transmtters, and resune
contact. The pul se-nessage al so detail ed what had happened on Earth since the aliens' appearance

The problemwas that the shuttle was being battered so badly by eneny fire that not even
t he conpl ex conpensating gear could keep the beamwell on target.

The shuttle volunteers began firing again, pressing the triggers until their thunmbs grew
tired, as nore Bioroids cane in at themto replace the ones they destroyed. Marie turned and was a
split-second too |late to dodge, and the red Bioroid cane at her out of nowhere and scored a hit.
She twi sted the Guardian to avoid the worst of the blast, and snashed agai nst the shuttle's
fuselage. "I"'mhit!"

“"Marie!" Dana yelled over the net.

"It's that red Bioroid," Marie noaned in pain as the marauder canme at her in another pass.
Her Cuardi an barely got out of the way, but the red gave an inpression of toying with her. "He's
too quick for ne!"

Dana | ooked at the scene on the external nonitors, w de-eyed. It's the sane one, she knew

with a certainty she never questioned. The one |-I'"mafraid of. But why? What are these strange
feelings? And nowit's going to kill Marie.
But a di anond-hard resolve came into her. No! | won't let it! "I'mgoing out there," she

deci ded, rising from her place.

Bowi e and Angel o started to object, but she was already dashing aft. "Do your best to hold
them And get that nmessage through!"

The endless drill of the Acadeny and duty with the 15th served her well; in seconds she
was in arnor, clinbing into her Battl oi d-nmode nmecha. | know how that Bioroid thinks! | don't know
how, but | do! | can beat him

"Mre bandits coning," Angelo reported as the cargo bay doors opened again. The doors
swung up and out to reveal a volune of space filled with the deadly bl ossons of explosions and the
stream ng di scs of the Robotech energy weapons.

A blue saw the opening and tried to ride its Hovercraft right down into the shuttle cargo
bay. Dana's Battloid brought up its heavy rifle and hosed the blue with bl azing energy, sending it
back in burst fragments

She swung the rifle back and forth, driving back nearby attackers. "Hang on, Marie! I|'l
be right with you!"

"Thanks," Marie said, sounding harried. "I could use the help."

"Bowi e! Any response from Liberty?"

Sweat ran down Bowie's face in rivulets. "Not yet."

Tessel tried to contain his frustration. "Wiy hasn't Liberty answered? Wy?"
Li ke everyone else in the command center, he was afraid what the answer night be. Perhaps
t he whol e theory behind the plan was wrong, or the equipnent wasn't up to the job. O perhaps
there was no one alive at Space Station Liberty to hear
"Sir, we can't raise Liberty or the shuttle. It's beginning to look like it's a w pe,
a & anal yst reported.
Nova heard the sharp intake of breath at her side, Sean and Louie. The three young
soldiers said nothing, fearing it mght bring bad |luck; they watched the screens, not blinking,
not novi ng.

sir,

Dana added the trenmendous firepower of her Battloid to that of Marie's Guardian and the
shuttl e's batteries. Heideger sonehow kept mininal shield power, although the ship took a nunber
of hits. The whol e area around the shuttle was a crisscrossing of the heaviest firing Dana had
ever seen. Bioroids canme apart in md-pounce, only to be replaced by nore.

Then Marie called out, "You can't win! You're not even Human!" and Dana saw that the red
had reappeared |ike a Horseman of the Apocal ypse, diving at the Black Lion |eader. Marie and the
red chopped away at each other with intense fire until the range was very short, nearly point-
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bl ank. Then the red sheered of f and cane around for another try.

"Dana, he's headed your way! |'mjoining you!"

In nmonments, Marie was in the bay beside Dana, shoulder to shoul der, nuzzles ained high as
the eneny | eader rushed in at themagain, his oval hand weapon putting out rounds one on top of
t he next.

It became a collision course, the two wonen and the alien vying to see which side could
put out a nore murderous volune of fire. VT Battloid and Hovertank Battl oid stood their ground as
the red closed in.

"Just keep shooting, Dana, keep shooting!"

Bolts fromthe heavy cannon that was Dana's rifle scored at last, ripping into the edge of
the red's visor, so that snoke and burning scrap spun fromit. The red veered off yet again, to
regai n bal ance.

"Don't stop! He can't last long!" Marie said as the red came in at themon a new track
"You' ve got the angle; he's yours!"

Dana's Battloid spread its feet and stood like a nmetal titan flinging starflanme. The red
came in, and, as if events had beconme snarled in sone kind of chrono-di nmensional |oop, she scored
a sustained shot on the sane part of the |left shoulder she'd hit in the fight at Fokker Base. Once
nore the shoul der nearly separated; once nore the red tunbled away |ike a seared and flailing
Luci fer cast down.

Dana's mind reeled. Was this past, present, future? Was it real? "I-1 got him" she cried,
bringing herself out of the disorientation

"Good shooting, ground-pounder.” Marie | aughed. As before, the blue Bioroids broke off
their attack as soon as their |eader withdrew fromthe field of battle.

Inside the shuttle, Bowi e activated the new frequency-junping commo system patching an
i nconm ng message through the tactical net so that Dana and Marie could hear it. "This is Space
Station Liberty calling Earth, Space Station Liberty calling Earth. Do you copy? W have rel ayed
your nmessage to Mbon Base. Repeat, Mon Base has resuned contact as well."

Bowi e and Angel o were up, pounding each other on the back. They were about to drag
Hei deger into it when they saw that he was slunped, lifeless, in the copilot's seat. The joy ebbed
fromthem

"Ch, no..." Heideger had taken a fatal charge froman energy surge during the fina
attack. Angelo, nearly in tears, closed the man's eyes for the last tine.

"They nmade it! M ssion acconplished! Challenger's heading hone!" a comrand
center tech whooped. Sean and Louie stood watching the place turn into a nadhouse of cel ebration.
Even Nova Satori was smiling, eyes shining.

Loui e adj usted his dark goggl es and shrugged to Sean. "Wth three ATACs up there-what'd
t hey expect?”

H gh above the Earth, in the flagship of the Robotech Masters, all aspects of the
encounter were reexam ned and subjected to a coldly nmerciless scrutiny. The Scientist clone
triunvirate had primary responsibility in this matter, though, of course, the Politician
triunvirate was working in close coordination-a coordination difficult for the uncloned to
i magi ne.

Sil ent discussions and debates took place, noderated through the Master triunvirate's
hunped Protocul ture cap. The many nmental voices spoke in the precision of artificially induced ps
contact; they were unhanpered by any enotion.

It was clear that the space station and the |unar base were in contact with the prinitives
bel ow once nore, in a fashion that thwarted, for the tine being, the Masters' ability to jam The
humans had mllions upon nmillions of frequencies anong which to junp, and even the resources of
t he Robotech Masters were finite-the nore so now that Protocul ture was in such short supply.

Resurmed comuni cation was of little nonent, though, and the |osses in Bioroids and assaul t
shi ps was of scant concern. It was the unknown that troubled the Masters. Thus far, there had been
no sign of the enigmatic weapons or powers that had destroyed nost of the Zentraedi race, and sone
five mllion warships.

Certainly, there had been no use of any such thing as yet. Still, though the Masters were
arrogant and suprenely egotistical-despite their decadence, and the blind eye they turned to their
own decline-they harbored no illusions when it came to recogni zing the power of giant cloned

warriors they had created. Wiatever had defeated the Zentraedi-had virtually swall owed the
countl ess goliaths and their fleets and necha |i ke sone black hole-was a force to be feared even
by the Robotech Masters.
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Perhaps all that had gone before was a clever Human ruse, it occurred to the cold
intellects in the flagship. Perhaps all of this sacrifice and seeming vulnerability on the part of
the primtives was a strategy to draw the Masters on until they net the fate of the Zentraedi

Anot her body of opinion had it that whatever force had obliterated the Zentraedi-and there
was evidence that that force m ght have been the Zentraedi thenselves-it no | onger existed.
Therefore: press ahead; strike for the treasure beyond treasures that |ay bel ow

And overhanging all debate was the need, the hunger, for Protoculture. Though the Masters
woul d never have franmed it so, without Zor's greatest creation they were a dying race of refugees;
however, with it they would be, as they thought of thenselves, Lords of all Creation

The | ongi ng and need was greater than any nortal could ever conceive; a vanpire's thirst
was a nere dryness of the throat by conparison. A decision was reached in the wake of the battle;
t he next phase of the Robotech Masters' plan was set into notion.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

O course, Dana Sterling wasn't physically isolated in her upbringing; indeed, it was somewhat
rough-and-tunble at times. But, while there are indications that she was not a virgin by the tine
she graduated fromthe Acadeny, she seened to have formed no strong sexual bond of any kind-as if
sonet hi ng were saving her as surely as Rapunzel being kept in a tower.

| refer the reader to the witings of Zand, Zeitgeist, and the rest as to what that sonething was;
it seens certain that the events at the nounds and thereafter bear them out.

Altaira Heinel, Butterflies in Wnter; Human Rel ati ons and t he Robotech Wars

Two hovercycl es how ed through the night side by side.

Dana knew there would be road grit and dust fromthe cinders of the wounded Earth to wash
fromher hair later, but she didn't care. Their headlights threw out cones of harsh |ight across
the desol ati on as she and Bowi e barrel ed across the wastel and.

A night patrol would ordinarily have been a crashing bore. It was a little |ike guarding
the Gobi Desert; who was going to steal this piece of real estate? But the Southern Cross Arny was
on yellow alert in the wake of the Challenger ruckus, and everyone who wasn't grabbing sone nuch-
needed sl eep was on ready-reacti on standby. Heel -and-toe watches in the 15th's ready-room had j ust
about driven Dana crazy, so she had junped at the chance to take this patrol, to get away fromthe
base for a while. Bowi e had naturally conme al ong, |oyal and concerned as any brother.

Besi des, there was a chance, however renote, that the Robotech Masters mght try an
i nvasi on, which gave the joyride a little added voltage.

Her hair was only partly confined by the band of her goggles and the techno-ornanent
hai rband she wore; Dana revel ed in the whipping of the thick, short blond waves, and the feel of
the wind in her face.

When the base signaled, she et Bowie handle it; she was enjoying herself too nuch. Then
reality caught up with her

Bowi e cut in even nearer, until they were knee-and-knee at sixty mles an hour. Both
slowed a bit, so they could talk rather than use their conmp |ink; Bow e knew Dana hated to have
t he base eavesdroppi ng.

"Headquarters has been tracking us!" Bowie yelled it slowy, so that she could read his
lips-1it by his instrument panel |ights and the backwash fromthe headlight-as well as strain to
hear. "They said to come about, right now "

They both took a | ow hummock of sand hardened into glass by a | ong-ago Zentraedi bl ast,
like a pair of steeplechasers. Dana nodded to him "Ckay, let's go." She'd learned early inlife
that freedom never lasted for |ong.

But as they swung around, their headlights scaring up rabbits and strange radiation-bred
things that had come out in the darkness, sending themscuttling for cover, Dana exclainmed in
surprise, then yelled, "Hold it!"

Both cycles retroed, then cane to a halt, engines at lowidle. "Hmm"

Bowi e saw that Dana was gazing off into the distance and | ooked that way. "Hey!" he
yel ped.

Searchlights, or at |east what |ooked |ike searchlights, quartered the sky over in the
east. In an earlier generation soneone night have said it |ooked |ike a supermarket opening.

Dana shifted her bubble goggles up onto her forehead for a better |ook. "That sector's
been totally off limts for as long as | can renenber,” she pondered. Somepl ace over there was the
decayi ng vessel that had at |ast destroyed Macross City, and the nounds in which the Human race
had entonbed the renmains of the SDF-1, SDF-2, and the flagship of Khyron the Backstabber, the nmad
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Zentraedi battlelord.

Ent onbed there, too, was whatever remained of Bowi e's aunt C audia, Adnmiral Henry d oval
and the three young wormren whose pictures Dana's godfathers had virtually worshipped all their
lives.

Bowi e was poised on the balls of his feet, straddling the cycle, which bobbed gently on
its surface-effect thrusters, engine hunm ng. "Lieutenant, | dunno. And |I'm not eager to find out,
either." He had seen the nmounds from afar, many tinmes, but something about them made hi m queasy,
troubl ed.

She had been thinking along just the opposite line, he knew, Dana turned a vexed | ook on
him "Say agai n?"

"Just a joke! Just for grins!" he fended her off.

"Not funny, Private, got nme?"

"Awight! Ckay!" But he saw that the squall was past. She was | ooking at those lights
again. "Wt d' we do now?" he asked, as if he didn't have a sinking feeling what the answer would
be.

They were the strangest necha, or robots, or nachines, or whatever they were, that Dana
had ever seen. There were a dozen of themor nore, like big wal king searchlights the size of a
d adi ator, only the round | enses had been narrowed down like a cat's iris until they were thin
slits. And the slits were rotating, so there were narrow fans of |ight reaching into the sky,
seemngly thick, then thin, then thick again when seen fromone side. The rays swept back and
forth across the giant cairn of the fallen SDF-1, sonme occasionally sweeping past, to throw up the
skybeans Dana and Bowi e had spott ed.

Dana coul dn't make head or tail of the two-1egged searchlights stunping back and forth or
standing in ranks and seenming to irradiate the nmound, but there was sonething el se there that she
did, and it al nost nade her heart stop

The voi ce sounded reedy and distorted, |like a Human voice heard by singl e-si deband
transm ssion: artificial sonmehow, and quavering. "There can be no mistake," the red Bioroid said.
"The creatures of this planet have attenpted to disguise the Protoculture with a radioactive
subst ance. "

The alien mecha paced around the work area, fifty yards below, holding a strange circul ar
instrument or tool in one mghty arnored fist. At the time, Dana didn't question how she and Bow e
heard and understood the words; it seened that they were being anplified over a PA system

"You will notify the nother ship that our calculations were correct,” the red went on to a
rank of three blues who stood at attention. "W will make further preparations to excavate."

But the red knew it wouldn't be as sinple as that, and that the effort to regain the
Matri x faced opposition nore serious than nmere human interference. The three inorganic entities,
the Protoculture waiths the Masters had detected upon their arrival, had nmade their presence
felt. Somehow, the guardians of the nounds were resisting the Bioroids' efforts to get a precise
fix on exactly where the Matrix was, neaning that excavation using the Masters' unsubtle
techniques ran the risk of damagi ng or even destroying the | ast existing nmeans of Protoculture
producti on.

More, the waiths exuded an air of arctic-cold confidence, an aura that the Plan, the
great Vision, of the original Zor would not be derailed. The waiths were shaped by the
Protocul ture, of course; even the Robotech Masters nust proceed with caution

Yet the waiths had evinced no physical or PSI powers beyond that of a small confusion of
the Bioroids' instrunents. The red Bioroid could think of two ways to proceed: a gradual, al nost
surgi cal exhumation, or a brute scooping-up of the entire area of the nounds and everythi ng around
them for later dissection. Neither process could be undertaken while the local primtives were
still capable of nounting resistance; that would risk destruction of the Matrix with a stray
m ssil e, energy barrage-any of a nunber of awful possibilities.

The red Bioroid awaited the Masters' comuands while the trio of black apparitions within
t he nmounds, created by the Matrix for its own purposes, followi ng the instructions and the Vision
of Zor, gl oated, and nocked the Robotech Masters.

Fromthe top of the cliff overlooking the invader operation, Dana and Bow e | ooked down
with cold coursings of despair rippling through them An eneny vessel |arger than an assault ship,
| ooki ng sonehow industrial, utilitarian, hung with its lower hull a nere few dozen yards off the
ground. Ot her Bioroids were nmoving heavy equi prent around on pallets and sl edges that never
touched the Earth.

How coul d they have gotten past our sensors? Dana thought with a sinking feeling. Earth is
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wi de open to them She sinply stored the references about Protoculture and excavation for her
after-mssion report; the intel analysts would have to deal with all that.

She and Bowi e were |lying on their stonachs, peering down at the denons'-foundry scene of
the Bioroid mning. Dana debated between the urge to report this catastrophic alien beachhead at
once and the awareness that every scrap of intelligence could be of pivotal inportance-that
anot her few nonments of eavesdropping mght yield the key to the whol e war.

Trai ni ng and t ext book procedures won out for once. She had vital information to get back
to headquarters; follow up would be sonebody el se's problem She reached out to give Bowie a
silent, all-but-invisible contact signal, a code of grip-and-finger-pressure that would tell him
it was tinme to leave the area quietly, then run like hell.

That was when the red Bioroid, halting, turned its |ustrous blue-black faceplate up in the
Humans' direction.

Dana heard the words as clearly as if the stylized ornanent in her hair were a rea
ear phone: | sense an eneny presence.

The blues were alert at once. The red turned ponderously and stal ked through the din and
strobing of the work area, the great head craning to | ook up at their hiding place. "Geddown!
Freeze!" Dana whi spered, doing the sane. They heard the resounding netal tread stop near the base
of the cliff. It seened to enmanate fromthis area, the mnd-voice said. It would be advisable to
have a | ook.

A flood of light came frombel ow Against all training and every instinct save curiosity,
Dana was moved by those same nysterious inpulses to peer over the cliff's edge.

Bowi e whi spered, "Wat's goin' on, Lieutenant?" but she sinply couldn't answer, transfixed
by what she saw. Bowi e eased up for a peek too. He saw that Dana was transfixed, in sone kind of
daze.

The red Bioroid had halted and opened, its chest plastron swi nging forward, pieces of the
shoul der paul drons and its hel met beaver swi nging away, |ike an exploded illustration in a tech
manual . Nestled within was a glowing orb, like a gunner's ball-turret, with a nmetal fram ng like
lines of latitude and | ongitude, giving out a radiance even nore intense than the searchlights'.
The light fromthe orb grew brighter and brighter, then shot out Iong |ines of shadow as sonethi ng
moved in its very heart. Atall, long-legged formenerged fromthe center of the unbearable
i ncandescence.

The Human race had been working on the assunption that these new i nvaders were |like the
Zentraedi, ten times larger than Human stature, and that the metal things the Earth was fighting
were basically offworld giants in arnor. That obviously wasn't true, and Bowi e didn't know what to
expect now. He was thinking along the Iines of revolting, icky critters, when a young deni god
stepped out to stand with one booted foot up on the edge of the open chestplate, surveying
everything around himw th an air of suprene hauteur

The creature seenmed to be nmale, and | ooked Human enough, though with an elfin air and | ong
eyes and ears. The face was a chiseled archetype, agel ess and sl ender, handsone as a G ecian
statue. Masses of |avender ringlets tunbled around the being' s head and shoul ders. The |inbs were
| ong, too, but nuscled and graceful; the torso was slender but powerful and well defined in the
tight, shiny black costume the Bioroid pilot wore.

The outfit had a military look to it, with high, open collar, broad yellow belt, and
scarl et denisleeves covering the forearms. At another tinme, the face would have been handsone,
al rost beautiful, Dana realized, but at the nmonment it was stern and watchful. She was having
difficulty breathing, and it suddenly felt as if the air were thin, superheated, |ow in oxygen
She breat hed short, quick breaths too rapidly, and watched that face.

Bowi e gul ped, then gasped, and that triggered a gasp in Dana. They seened to be sounds too
small to be detected in the noise of the alien work area, but sonehow the red Bioroid pilot becane
aware of the observers, whether by hearing or sonme hi gher sense.

They heard his words quite clearly, though his lips never noved. /Just as | thought: there
they are!/ Then he spoke directly to them mind to mnd. /Do not attenpt to escape! You wll
remai n where you are!/

/Lights! Sentries: take them/ the willful dem god conmanded his horde. Dana, faint and
panting for breath, drew on every reserve of will as she fought the red Bioroid pilot's silent
conmpul sion. Then she felt Bowi e's hand close around her upper arm pressing her ATAC arm brassard
hard into the flesh just as the fully dilated searchlights swng round beans to converge on the
troopers' hiding place, and it seened to break the spell. The bl ues were pounding toward t hem
weapons coning to bear.

Dana and Bowi e slid and churned and scranbl ed back down the incline, abrading hands and
ripping uniforms, tunbling and skidding. But in time they reached the base, already up and
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runni ng. They were two ATAC regulars in superb shape; ignoring the minor hurts, hurdling boul ders,
they were astraddle their cycles and gunning the engines in noments.

Behi nd themthey could already hear the racket of preparations for the chase, |ike the
bayi ng of hounds. And the only word of encouragenent Dana had |left to give her bl ood brother
brother in tears and in arnms and in peace, was a word used carelessly by others but enphatically
in the 15th squad: "Faster!"

The cycles sprang away, trailing spumes of dust in the noonlight, nearly standing on their
tails, and Dana felt the naked vul nerability any tanker would in that situation. Her thought, I|ike
Bowi e's, was for the safety of speed, speed...but there was swift pursuit on her track already,
and she knew better than virtually anyone else alive how fast those Hoverpl atforns noved.

The aliens had turned the gl eaning, enignmatic faceplates to Zor Prine, their |eader, who
screaned silently, /Al Bioroids to your Hovercraft!/

Then the Hoverplatfornms rushed out fromthe landing ship, in answer to the m nd command,
the blues thronging for battle, and the red Bioroid, with the hypnotic alien inside once again,
|l eapt high to land on its skyriding platformwi th sinister grace. The red cane after Dana and
Bowi e, a very Angel of Death.

The canyon was too narrow for evasions; Dana and Bowi e went high and | ow, rode the
hi ghsi de of the stone walls, and | et centrifugal force pull them down, over and up again to ride
the opposite wall. They crisscrossed and shot along, all the time waiting for the shot that woul d
end their lives; alien annihilation discs crashed around them But there was no side street; it
was a flat-out race. And the swift Hoverplatforns were erasing the cycles' lead at a fearsone
rate.

"Hey, Lieutenant! These androids're gonna be right on our necks in another coupla
seconds! " Bowi e yelled over the rush of their passage.

Andr oi ds? Now, why did | assume they're clones?

Dana wondered even as she reached down for the short energy carbine strapped into its
scabbard beneath her saddle. Wth its wirestock fol ded, a Hovercyclist could fire it with one hand
if the need arose.

"Well, how about a little target practice, Bow e?" she called back to him trying to sound
as if she didn't have a misgiving in the world.

Bowi e didn't quite achieve a smle as nore discs ranged around them detonating.
"Anything's better than this!" He started freeing up his own carbine.

They got ready to turn. "Don't fire until | do."

"You got it, Danal!"

They had ridden together and trained together enough to swing their cycles in tight
boot| egger turns at al nmost the sane nonent, coning end for end and chargi ng back at the onrushing
Bi or oi ds.

"Now! " Dana | eaned to one side of her handl ebars, steadied her weapon w th both hands, and
fired. The surprise nove by the cycles caught the Bioroids conpletely off guard. In fact, the
eneny firing stopped as the aliens tried to figure out what was happeni ng.

And sone incredible luck was upon her at that nmonment. The carbi ne was a powerful smal
arm but nothing conpared to weapons that had already failed to down Bioroids; nevertheless, the
bolt hit a startled eneny nmecha and knocked it off balance, so that it fell fromits Hovercraft.

Dana swerved to elude the red, and drove for the hole in the invader formation left by the
toppling of the blue. For a split-second she was anong the huge offworld nmecha, as a crashing
shook the ground, then she was beyond. Dana waited for a disc to annihilate her, but none cane.

She chanced a quick | ook back, and realized that Bowie wasn't with her anynore. She cane
t hrough anot her sharp turn in a shower of dust and grit, and stopped short. Far back, the red
Bi oroid stood with one enornous, two-toed foot crushing the snoking renmains of Bowie's cycle.

And, high aloft in the vast nmetal fist, it held Bowie. In the strange silence follow ng
the first passage-at-arns, he lifted his head and spotted her despite the knocki ng-around he had
been through.

More, she could hear him "Make a run for it, Dana! Save yourself!"

This, after she had led himinto this horrifying ness. "Hang on!" she hollered, and pulled
her cycle's nose up and around like a rearing charger. She roared straight at the gathered
Bi or oi ds.

Bowi e screaned for her to turn back, but he could see that she wasn't about to. The red
felt himstruggle, and closed its grip until he couldn't breathe, his ribs feeling as though they
wer e about to give.

Dana canme racing directly at the red, which waited notionlessly. Dana saw in her mnd's
eye the unearthly eyes of the pilot. She |eaned off to one side of the saddle, firing, praying for
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anot her miracle shot.

But this tine a blue junped into place in front of the red, to shield its | eader and the
prisoner with its own body. Two nore leapt in to flank it, and the three | aid down a nurderous
fire with their hand weapons. Dana rode straight into it, juking and dodging, triggering nadly.

Al three of the aliens began to get her range, their discs converging in a, coruscating
nova of destruction. It was so close that it jolted her fromher bike, do what she m ght.

Bowi e, straining, saw the Hovercycle go up in a deafening thunderball. He put everything
he had into one last effort to escape, to get to Dana and, if she were dead, to sonehow avenge
hinmself. But the red closed its grip tighter and he sl unped, unconsci ous.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Just like | tense up whenever sonebody says the word "alien," there's a word that al ways gets
Bowi e sort of silent and thoughtful. Even if-and |I've seen this happen-sonebody innocently
nmentions the intermediate node of a Veritech, Bow e sort of goes sphinx.

And so, | react the sane way, too, a bit. Nobody can say "CGuardi an" to me without conjuring up the
i mage of CGeneral Rolf Emerson

Remark attributed to Lieutenant Dana Sterling by Lieutenant Marie Crystal

When Bowi e canme to, he was still being held by the red. It was supervising fromone side, as the
bl ues pi cked through the weckage of Dana's cycle. There wasn't much left, and what was was
scattered wide. The Bioroids hadn't even been able to find pieces of Dana.

At a silent signal fromthe red, the searching stopped. There was no telling whether the
humans had reported the aliens' presence; the all-inportant nission to recover the Protoculture
Matrix took priority.

The Bi oroi ds boarded their antigrav platforns and flew back to the nounds, where strange
lights still probed sky and ground. Bowie lay helpless in the red' s fist, weeping and swearing
terribl e vengeance.

But froma cleft of rock, a battered figure pulled itself up to watch the invaders go.
Dana spat out bl ood, having bitten her own |lip deeply and | oosened sone teeth in the fall. Her
body felt |ike one big bruise. Fortunately, her tough uniformwas nade for this kind of thing, and
had saved her from having the flesh rubbed right off her in the tunmble. The many practice falls
taken in training had paid off, too.

After she had been jolted fromthe cycle, the aliens had kept firing at it, thinking she
was still aboard, unable to see it well in the mdst of the explosion and raining debris. She
managed to pull herself to safety outside the area where they | ooked for her renains.

But she could feel no gratitude. "Bowie!" She tried to draw herself up, to follow after
the Bioroid pack, but whinpered in sudden agony at the pain that shot through her shoul der

Dana was brought before General Enerson wi thout nmuch cleaning up and only the nbst cursory
debriefing. Watever she had di scovered was still going on, and tinme was all-inportant. Her |eft
armwas in a sling; the medics said it wasn't a dislocation, but it was a painful sprain. She had
survived the crash better than she had any right to.

Emer son put aside the dressing-down Dana had conming for disobeying orders; there were nore
inportant matters at hand. Besides, if it hadn't been for her curiosity, Earth m ght very well
have remai ned i gnorant of the alien landing until it was too late-if in fact it wasn't already.

"“lI've been inforned that you' ve had a closer |ook at these alien Bioroids," Enerson said
as soon as Dana sal uted and reported.

"Yes, sir. In the wasteland north of Section Sixteen."

"And a Human being, or something |like a Human bei ng, was operating one?"

Dana couldn't hold back a little gasp, as a sudden vision of the red Bioroid pilot came to
her. "That's the way it | ooked fromwhere | was hiding, sir."

Rochell e turned to his superior. "General, Human or not, what would they be | ooking for
out in that wastel and?"

"Coul d they be scavengers or sonething, |ooking for salvage?" Geen interjected.

Emer son shook his head irritably. Green was a steady sort as a conbat |eader, but the
suggestion was ludicrous. These invaders had cone from an advanced culture with a highly devel oped
technol ogy, and everything about them suggested that they had an extensive technol ogi cal and
soci al support system behind themat |east until recently.

"No, that can't be the answer." He had read the Zentraedi debriefing files as thoroughly
as anyone. "They're in the service of the Robotech Masters."
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Rochel I e drew hinself up. "Then, sir, | suggest we attack as soon as possible, before they
become i npossible to dislodge fromtheir foothold."

Emerson shook his head again. "Not yet. First I want to know nore about this situation
and about these Bioroids. And above all, | want to know what they're | ooking for."

Dana said plaintively, "But one of ny nen has been taken prisoner! Please, you have to |et
me go in there after him"

"Perni ssion denied." Enmerson rose to his feet, no happier with the necessities of the
situation than Dana was, but in a better position to see the overall picture.

"I't was your decision to return to headquarters with this intelligence. It was the correct
thing to do; we're fighting for Earth's survival. A lot of |ives have been | ost already, and nore
are certain to be before this thing is over. But our missionis to repel an alien invasion, do
make nysel f clear?"

He did, to all those listening. They were all soldiers in a desperate war, even Bow e, who
meant so much to him

But all Dana kept hearing were those words, it was your deci sion.

At the barracks she wandered back toward the readyroom sunk in despairing nusings, unti
she realized soneone was bl ocki ng her way.
Angel o Dante | eaned agai nst one side of the doorframe, arns fol ded, his foot braced

against the other. "Well, well! Aren't we forgetting a little sonmething? Were' s Bow e,
Li eutenant? | hear he didn't make it."
Her face went white, then flushed angrily. She tried to nove past, still feeling shame and

failure at Bowie's capture. "Mve it, Dante."

"I call that pretty tough talk for somebody who cut and ran and abandoned that Kkid out
there like that."

Dana made a sudden deci sion and net Angelo's glare. "If | hadn't abandoned him there
woul dn't be anybody to go out and get himback, would there?"

Wth her foot she swept the | eg supporting all his weight frombeneath him Angel o ended
up on the floor with a yelp. "Got it?" she finished with a slow snmile, shucking off the sling. Her
armhurt like blazes, but this was no tine to be hanpered.

Angel o was | ooking up at her with his nmouth open, not sure if he was going to junp her and
gi ve her the drubbing she had comi ng, or congratul ate her for what she seened to be sayi ng.

"Sergeant, it is nmy considered opinion that this squad needs sone ni ght training
maneuvers. "

He gave her a slow snmile. "Like in that off-limts area?"

She stood there and gave hima w nk even while she was saying, "I don't know what you're
referring to, Angie. Ten-hut!"

The big three-striper was on his feet with machi neli ke speed. "Now, then,"” she went on
"This squad's gotten conpl acent, sloppy, and out of practice. Get ne?"

"Yes, ma'am"”

"Consequently, you will pass on the order to scranble imediately. Tell "emto stow the
yocks and grab their socks, Sergeant."

The Bioroids' activities at the nounds had cone to a standstill as the Robotech Msters
wei ghed the problenms posed by the wraiths.

Progress was hanpered, too, because the red Bioroid was not on the scene. He had taken the
prisoner into the forward command ship to exam ne the Human and see what could be | earned. That
had proved to be vexingly little; the creature was unconscious, and its thought patterns so
unevol ved that normal methods of interrogation didn't work.

Bowi e slowy cane back to life as he felt hinself being jarred and shaken. He was still in
the metallic grip of the Bioroid | eader, being borne along a passageway to the sound of the
massi ve netallic footsteps. Two bl ues wal ked behi nd. The pl ace was stupendous, built to Bioroid
scal e.

Al three mecha appeared red in the passageway's |ighting. Bow e gl anced around in punchy
anmazenent; the place | ooked as organic as it did technol ogical, sonme advanced m xture of the two.
One area seened to be conposed of asymmetric spiderwebbing thicker than the thickest hawsers; the
curved passageway ceiling had a vascul ar | ook, as though it were fed by bl ood vessels. Trenmendous
pol i shed blue convexities in the wall m ght be darkened vi ewscreens or inmense genstones-Bow e
couldn't even guess.

He strained at the grip, but it did no good. "C non, ya big ape! Lemme go! Yer crushin’
me! "
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The trio of Bioroids stopped before a triangular door even taller than thenselves. The
three door segnents were joined along jagged seans, like a triskelion. As the door slid open, so
did the red's broad chest and helm exposing the glowing ball-turret and the pilot who sat there
calmy, legs drawn up, |ooking renote and at peace.

Bowi e snarl ed, shaking his fists. "Ch, so ya worked up the guts to show yoursel f, huh?
Wel |, what happens now, Prince Charnming? Afraid to |l et me go because you'd be ganbling with your
teet h?"

The red Bioroid pilot studied himas if he were sonmething in a |lab snmear. Bow e funed,
"What's the matter, pretty boy? Can't you tal k?"

The eneny spoke again in that eerie nmental |anguage. /Prisoner, you display nuch bravado.
But like all primtives, you' ve yet to learn the value of silence./

And the red pilot gave Bowie a quick |esson, tossing himinto the conpartment that had
just opened up. The Bioroid had | eaned down sone way, so that Bowie wasn't mainmed or killed. The
fall stunned him though, knocking the wind fromhim

Door and Bioroid were already resealing by the time the captive got a little breath back
"That's right! You better hide in that tin can, you stinking coward!"

And then the door was shut. Bowi e coll apsed back on the deck, hissing with the pain he
hadn't let his captors see. "Just you wait, pally!"

After a while he hauled hinself to his feet. The conmpartnent he was in was as big as his
whol e barracks conpl ex back at the base; surely there nmust be sone way out.

But a hurried search yielded little. The place was evidently a storeroom but the crates
and boxes bigger than houses were inpervious to his efforts to open them He could find no escape
route, not even a Bow e-size nouse hole. The eneny had negl ected to take his | ockback surviva
knife fromhim but there wasn't nmuch it could do agai nst the arnored bul khead all around him

Then he gave nore thought to the Iight far overhead. It was a triangular, grilled affair
and the light source seened to be high above the nmesh. It put himin mnd of conduits and
crawl spaces. In another nmonent he was shinnying up the side of a crate, ignoring the pain of his
wounds and i njuries.

It took himnearly twenty m nutes of scranbling, |eaping, and bal ance-wal ki ng anong t he
contai ners and pi pes and structural nenbers, and he had to double back twice to try new
approaches, but at |ast he cane up under the nesh. He hoped agai nst hope that he wouldn't hear the
runbl e of the ship's engines for just awhile longer-that he could get out before the invaders got
what ever they had cone for and departed Earth.

He hesitated, the knife in his hand. But then he went ahead, to prize up the nesh and try
his best to break free. As far as he knew, he was the only one left alive to sound the alarmto
all Earth that the invasion had cone. Then, too, there was Dana to avenge.

The instant the knifepoint dug into the seam of the mesh where it rested against its
housing, there was an intense flash of light. Bowie didn't even have tinme to scream the knife
flew from his hand and he dropped.

"Sir, the sun's alnost up out there and a recon drone got a |ook at the eneny position
fromhigh altitude," Rochelle reported. "They're just beginning to excavate at the site of the old
SDF-1, but we have no idea as yet what they're after or why."

Emerson stretched, yawned, and rubbed his eyes. "W can't delay any |onger. Watever
they're doing, we've got to see that they don't acconplish it. They started these hostilities; now
it's our turn at bat. Al right, you know what | want you to do. Proceed."

Rochel | e, Green, Tessel, and one or two others snapped to attention. "Yes, sir!" Then they
hurried off to begin inplenenting the op plan Enerson had approved during the hours of
consul tations and neetings.

Emerson was | eft alone to nmuse. The only thing in that old weck is useless, rotting
Robot echnol ogy. Well, one person's junk is another's Protoculture, | suppose.

Sonet hi ng about that stirred a hal f-devel oped thought in the back of his brain. There
woul d be an aval anche of operational decisions and probl ens com ng down on himvery soon; that was
a hard and fast rule with any operation. But he shunted them aside for the nmonent, and punched up
access to the UEG archives.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Dear Mom and Pop,
Things are still real quiet here, and nmy outfit is real rear echelon, so we're far away fromthe
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fighting, so | wish you two would stop worrying

W' ve got a new commandi ng of ficer who's a wonman, but she seens to be inproving.

I know there's a lot of talk about the fighting right now, but don't sweat it; it's no big thing,
and it'll be over soon, and then maybe | can get a furlough and cone home for a while.

Say hi to everybody. | hope Pop's feeling better. The fruitcake was great.

Love, Your son

Angel o Dante

Just about all the other Southern Cross units in and around Monunent City had been nobilized
during the night, and needed only the word to nove out. The word was given

This time, it had been decided, the TASC Veritechs, Tactical Air Force, and other flying
units would stay out of it, at least for the time being. It had becone obvious in the battle at
Fokker Base that ground units |ike the ATACs were nore effective against Bioroids in a
surfaceaction situation.

Arnored nen and wonen, gal vani zed by the PA announcenents, sprinted to their Hovertanks,
troop carriers, and other vehicles. The elite MP shock troops in their powered arnmor suits,
nonr econfigurabl e mecha as big as Battloids but |acking their Robotech firepower and adaptability,
came marching out of their parking bays. Everywhere, the mlitary was in notion, knowing that the
eneny was now entrenched on Earth.

The Sout hern Cross began its deploynent to draw a ring of Robotech steel around Sector
Si xteen. But there were already Human defenders on the scene.

Dana peered out fromunder the canopy of branches that canmoufl aged her Hovertank. The 15th
was spread through a little woodl et at the base of a rise sone distance fromthe SDF-1s fina
resting place.

She agai n wondered about the wi sdomof riding in high-gloss arnmor in a high-gloss necha;
certainly, the polished surfaces reflected energy shots and offered protection in that way, but as
every cadet | earned through backbreaki ng work under the watchful eyes of exacting instructors, it
made them awfully hard to hide.

Now, though, she was concentrating on two blue Bioroids who were standing sentry duty on
the top of the rise. One thing about the Masters' fighting mecha: they didn't seemto give a damm
about conceal nent.

And they didn't seemto think anybody el se did, either; the blues held their hand weapons
and searched the sky, giving only cursory attention to the ground. Dana figured that neant that
battle to themwas sinply straightforward charge and countercharge, in spite of the crude infantry
tactics they had appeared to use in the airfield battle.

The ATACs could get only a partial glinpse of what was going on at the excavation sight.

It looked as if the | abor necha had been naking test bores, and were now preparing to go at it
full -choke. Dana hoped that would provide a little diversion, and cover the noise of the 15th's
appr oach.

She counted eight blue Bioroids, spread fairly thin, guarding the part of the perineter
she planned to hit. Dana knew that a Bioroid had a ot nore firepower than an ATAC, and nore
maneuverability if it got to its Hovercraft, but she was counting on surprise and accurate first-
round fire for quick kills and a tenporary advant age.

Her plan was | ess than subtle: a few nenbers of the unit would nake a di snmounted scout and
i f possible get Bowi e out without betraying their presence to the invaders. If that was
unwor kabl e, Dana and the 15th woul d burst through the perimeter, shooting up the place and
inflicting all the damage they could, exploiting the edge that surprise would give themto fight
their way to the forward command ship. Then the others would fight diversionary or holding actions
as needed whil e she, Angelo, Sean, and Louie went after Bow e.

She had to adnit that it wasn't the sort of thing Ronmel or Robert E. Lee mi ght have cone
up with, but Sean was more or less content with it. She thought Patton night have approved.

Angel o sat cracking his knuckles inside their iron gauntlets. "Wen d we attack, ny proud
beauty?" he said softly into his hel met m ke

Like the rest, Sean sat with faceplate open so that he could breathe fresh air as long as
possi bl e, gazing up at the Bioroids through his canoufl age screen. He was chewi ng on a pi ece of
wild mnt. "Undaunted, we advanced, to serve the principles of freedom" he quoted in his nopst
dramati c stage whi sper. Then he spat out the mint and closed his faceplate, figuring it was just
about showt i ne.

"“Forward through shot and shell, we went into the nobuth of Hell,'" Louie added
resignedly, lowering his visor, too. It fastened and sealed, and his arnor was airtight. "  And
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pers'nally, | felt unwell, but no one there could snell, or tell""

"Awright, secure that chatter!" Dana snapped in a harsh whisper. "Wat d' you think is
happeni ng here, an arnored assault or a Shakespeare festival ?"

Angel o was about to seal up, too. "Y' know, |'ve got one question: what d we do if those
"roi ds spot us?"

"Pray you can shoot faster and straighter than they can." Dana seal ed her helnmet. "Let's
nove out, skirm shing order-"

"Watch it, Lieutenant! Up there!" Louie yelled, but Dana had seen the blue he spotted,
centered the eneny in her gunsight reticle, and fired even before Louie had finished. Even though
she fired with the | ess-powerful nose cannon of the Hovertank node, she shot straight and first;
the bl ast shook the Bioroid |like a toy soldier, knocking it down for keeps.

Dana was al ready hovering her necha on its foot thrusters, turning it end for end and
going to d adi ator node, as she called, "Thanks, Louie! | owe you one!"

Her seat had conme around so that she was facing the eneny once again, but now the |ong
barrel of the adiator's nmain battery poked in the direction of the invaders' perineter. The 15th
knew enough about the Bioroids' silent conmunications by now to be sure others were on the way.
"Ckay, let's go!" she called.

She | aunched herself into the air in dadiator nbde; the rest of the 15th foll owed, nost
in Hovertank, sone nechanorphosing to Gadiator in mdair. Two nore blues showed up to take up
firing stances; Dana nailed one while she was still in the air, and Angel o got the other.

"You go |l ook for Bowie," Angelo called. "We'll keep the bluebirds of happiness busy."

"Check." She was preparing to hop again just when another pair of blues bounded into view.
Dana and Angelo leapt their dadiators away in different directions, avoiding their first salvo
Dana bl ew one away whil e Angel o maneuvered the Trojan Horse around toward the other's rear flank
traversing his barrel with the speed Robotech controls allowed. The alien mecha sought to spin and
take out the d adiator behind it, but Angelo was ready, and cut it in half with one shot. Then
Dana | eapt Val kyrie again, to join him

"You okay?" It had been a close one, |ike sone oldtinme gunfight.

"Yeah," Angelo said lightly.

"We've got to get in closer!”

Hovertanks and G adi ators advanced in twenty- fifty- seventy-yard | eaps now, not wanting
to hurl thenselves too high and so present a better target. Mre blues appeared to set up
def ensi ve positions; the mecha hammered and bel ched flame at one anot her. Concussi ons shook the
ground.

"Units three, four, and five, cover the lieutenant's advance!" Angel o ordered. The ATACs
went through a | ong-practiced advance pattern

There was a sudden cry over the net. A blue had peppered Louie's area with raking fire,
and there were snoki ng hotspots on the arnmor of the cockpit-turret of his tank, Livewire. Louie
was scream ng, arns thrown outward. Then he col | apsed.

"Louie, what's wong? You hit?" Angelo shouted over the net. The blue appeared to be
surveying its handiwork, rising a bit to | ook down on the silent dadiator. "Answer ne, Louie!"

Louie, still unnoving, said, "Nah, |I'mokay." As the blue rose up fromcover a little,
Loui e strai ghtened suddenly and junped Livew re back, aimng the main battery as he did, greasing
the eneny neatly.

"But that clown didn't know it!" Louie finished proudly.

"No nore stunts!” Angel o barked. "Just do what | tell you!"

More Bioroids had cone up to reinforce the first, taking heavy | osses because the ATACs
had had tine to reach secure cover fromwhich they could fire. Things were settling into a
vi ci ous, close-range firefight.

"Move in now, Lieutenant,’

Angel o said, "but you'd better hurry."

In anot her part of the alien work area, back in Hovertank node, Val kyrie wended cl oser to
the giant ship's hull using all available cover. Her visor up, Dana studied the eneny ship. It
wasn't a patch on the nother ships, but was still as big as the biggest Human battl ecrui ser. She
tried to shake off the fascination of it, tried to fight off the fear that sonmehow her Zentraed
bl ood made her nore vulnerable to these new enenies.

Then she nearly yelled aloud. It's him

It came partly as shock, partly as sonmething she had expected, and, deep down, even | ooked
forward to-for reasons she couldn't analyze-to see the red Bioroid poised on an open deck high
above. The Bioroid was open, and its tall, slim deep-chested pilot waited in that characteristic
pose of his, one foot on the open Robotech breastplate, his eyes closed as if he were listening
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intently.

She found herself short of breath, and gave out a | ow nban. Mmm.

H s eyes opened and his head canme around until he was | ooking straight down at her. She
heard that silent, internal voice of his again, /Hmm../

A fundanental recognition-sonething on profound | evels to which she had little waking
access- passed between Dana and the red Bioroid pilot. This time he shiel ded sone of his thought
fromher: /This one is no ordinary prinmtivel She is O the Protoculture! She has had open access
to it; she has the power it gives!/

He wat ched her, unblinking, and nade a sign of acknow edgnent, a fey salute, hand going to
brow, then cutting away. She heard the quavery nental voice in her head. /Know then, Primtive,
that | am Zor Prime, Warlord of the Robotech Masters!/

Dana stared at himfor a nmonment, then |owered her visor again. She sat |ooking up at him
and he stood gazing down. Neither noved.

Wt hout warning a shot cane fromone side, a stray heavy-cannon blast froma Bioroid
Hovercraft. It broke the spell; Dana maneuvered quickly, to nake sure she wasn't in anyone's line
of fire. When she glanced up again, the red Bioroid was diving dow |ike a pouncing tiger, its
hand weapon hel d out before it.

"Try again sonetine!" Dana was al ready springing aside, going to d adi ator node, sending
up a hail of fire. The red flipped in mdair, |anded nearby, and fired back. The two necha
catapulted here and there, firing and jockeying for position

The foe got three shots into the Qadiator's side in a line, but Dana had a target of her
own. She missed taking the red's right armoff, but once again got the broader target, the big
di scus-shaped hand weapon, knocking it away through the air

Let's see how you do without your big netal yo-yo!

But the alien recovered |like a denpn, throwing a punch, rocking the d adiator back on its
thrusters and suspensi on.

The red behenoth was about to throw itself on the d adiator, when Dana pulled a nove she
had been saving for a special, desperate nonent-this nonent. Her d adi ator |eapt high, to cone

down on the red's shoulders and head with all its weight, a staggering blow that sent the crinson
mecha spi nning and crashing onto its back
Dana | anded well, traversed her main battery, and fired, but the red was up, vaulting high

once nore, with astounding speed and agility. It | anded close, |aunching a bonbshell punch near
her turret, sending the Aadiator to its knees.

The alien's nmetal fingers sank into the Aadiator's arnor as the red lifted the d adi ator
in an awesonme show of strength, about to tear it to pieces. Dana had no angle with the main
battery, but peppered away at the lustrous visor with her rapid-fire, quad-barrel ed secondaries as
a distraction.

She wasn't dismayed at the turn of events though; this invader still had a lot to learn
about the ATAGCs.

Now |'ve gotcha! She set the dadiators thick, imensely powerful |egs against the other
mecha's torso, pushing off and firing thrusters at the sane tinme. She | aunched herself free,
nearly toppling the red again. "I'mtired of fooling around with you!" She summoned up her necha's
Battloid form

Her | andi ng sent shudders through the Earth she had cone to defend. "Ckay, Big Red! Tine
to settle this!"

The red was eager; it came through the air with a tackle so fast and strong that Dana
couldn't counter it. She was flipped over backward, crashing against the side of the alien ship

I nsi de, the sound of the inpact and its vibrations made Bowi e shake his head and open his
eyes. It took hima few seconds to renenber where he was and figure out what had happened. The
charge fromthe nmesh hadn't killed him and sonehow he hadn't fallen all the way to the deck. He
lay on a nonolithic crate a few yards bel ow where he had been standi ng when the power surge hit
him He checked hinself for broken bones, and found none. Then the ship shook again

"What the blazes is going on here? Hey, if you're hauling anchor, | want off!"

Qut side, the red swng a massive punch, but its timng was off. Dana ducked, and the
unbel i evabl e power of the Bioroid (plus sone power, Dana was sure, that was the red's pilot's
alone) let the great scarlet fist penetrate the alien ship's hull

Dana reacted at once, bringing her Battloid's leg up to shove the Bioroid away spraw ing.
As she junped her mecha to its feet, her external pickups registered a human voice, "Well, hi
Li eutenant!"

Sonehow, she wasn't surprised; although the odds of finding him especially like this,
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were so renote as to be absurd. But it all fit in with the feelings that had been going through
her, and the odd sensation-of hidden forces at work-that had been building in her

"Be with you in a mnute, Bowie." She turned to deal with her opponent again.

"No sweat, Dana. Lay a fewon himfor ne!"

But the Bioroid had regained its feet as well, and now cane hurtling at her like a cross
between a falling asteroid and a runaway freight train. Dana rolled and scranbl ed, and just
avoi ded being tranpled, her Battleroid flattened. She heaved it to its feet, and decided to end
the fight and get Bowi e out of the ship, whatever it took.

Marqui s of Queensberry rules seened to be pretty well out the wi ndow anyway, so she didn't
feel any guilt as she drew the battle rifle that had been the Hovertank's cannon nonents before.
The Bioroid didn't seemto know what to do. She fired fromthe hip, and the first shot blewthe
vi sor open.

The red flailed back and sank partway to the ground agai nst the Masters' forward comand
ship. The ball turret within it was exposed am d snoki ng, fused conmponents and bent arnor. The
shadowy formof the pilot lay inert and its pose suggested unconsci ousness, or death. The red's
knees trenbl ed, then gave, and the crinson Goliath cane down |ike a toppl ed building.

Bowi e was straining at the opening the red's punch had nade. "It's just too narrow,

Li eutenant!"

Dana brought the cannon around. "Stand away!"

Wth a volley of shots she wi dened the hole so that three troopers could have wal ked
abreast through it. It nmade the air of the conpartment al nbst too hot to endure, to breathe.

He hurried to the opening, keeping clear of its glow ng, nolten edges. He gathered
hi nsel f, |eapt through. He | anded on the back of the fallen Bioroid. Wen he reached the ground,
Bowi e snmiled up at Dana. "Thanks, Lieutenant."

"That's okay. It's nice and restful in the stockade; | could use a rest."

"I'f they need character wi tnesses, they'|ll probably nake ne appear for the prosecution
Dana. "

CHAPTER S| XTEEN

One m ght have thought the Masters, with their lesser nilitary strength, would have perceived
threats to which the mighty Zentraedi were blind.

And the Masters thought they had: they addressed the "waiths" within the nounds, and the necha of
the Human race. How the ghosts of Khyron, Azonia, and the rest nust have | aughed there, deep in
Tellurian soil!

Maj or Alice Harper Argus (ret.), Fulcrum Conmentaries on the Second Robotech \War

Back at the conmand center, Colonel Geen turned to Enerson. "W just got a sitrep fromthe
advance el enments of the attack force, sir. It says that Private Bowi e G ant has al ready been
rescued. "

Enerson whirled fromstudying the tactical displays. "Explain. "

"Well, it seens that Lieutenant Sterling nobilized her squad sonmetine |ast night and
performed the rescue on her own this norning. But her troops are still engaged with the eneny, and
our troops are noving in to reinforce. It seens we've seen only the first round; the eneny is
regroupi ng for another."

Emer son gl anced at the maps. "And what's their strength?" He wondered if Dana woul d be

comended or shot this tinme-provided she lived through the norning at all

"Roughly equivalent to ours, fromall reports, sir," Rochelle supplied. "I'd say we're
pretty evenly matched."
Sean Phillips had his visor thrown back. "C non, Dana, get noving! Wuat's wong?"

"You feeling okay?" Angel o asked anxi ously.

But she was not. Mnments before, triunph had seened assured. The long, slanting rays of
the nmorning sun remi nded her that only a very short time had passed since her attack comrenced.
Then, before she could scoop up Bowi e, her external pickups brought her the creaking of arnor.

“I don't believe it!" She | ooked down in shock. "He's coming back for nmore? It's
i npossi bl e!”

But the red fist had risen again to grasp the end of her rifle-cannon's barrel, bending
it, dragging it down. The weapon was usel ess now, she released it, backing away, placing herself
bet ween the rising Bioroid and Bow e.

"Take cover, Bowi e; the rest of you watch for other Bioroids! This one's mne."
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Bowi e dashed away as the red reached its feet once nore. It trenbled but noved
pur poseful | y and unstoppably. Dana backed up cautiously, her Battloid bringing its hand up for
nore cl ose conbat. She had nmade up her mind that she was going to deck this foe for good, rip that

turret out of the enenmy necha and kill or capture its occupant, or die trying. The two arnored
titans maneuvered |ike westlers.
Ckay, whoever you are! |If you can go the distance, so can I! Wat she couldn't see was

that within his turret, the pilot's eyes were closed and he | ooked for all the world as if he were
unconsci ous or dead.

Just then a fusillade of shots ranged in nearby, blow ng huge chunks of soil and rock
high: More cane in, bracketing the two duelists. Dana | ooked around. "What in"

A face appeared on one of her control console displays. Nova Satori! "Lieutenant, | have
an urgent nessage from headquarters. The eneny's regrouping for a nmassive counterattack. On the
ot her hand, your reinforcenents have arrived." She allowed herself a thin snile

There were nore cannonades fromthe bluffs and high ground all around the advance ship
Positions where blue Bioroids had entrenched thensel ves or established fire superiority were
pounded and roasted, pieces of eneny nmecha thrown high. Dana saw d adi ators, Hovertanks
conventional arnor, and even sone ol d-style Destroids and Raider X' s. There were MP-powered arnor,
too, nuch like Battloids thensel ves. She wondered whi ch one Nova was in.

"Looks like the cavalry arrived just in the nick of tine, eh, Dana?" Nova added.

"We'| | take care of the cleanup here, Lieutenant," the Strikeforce commander's voice cane
up over the net. "You and your squad can back off and sit this one out. We- Huh? What's that?"

He was | ooki ng up because the sun had been blotted out. Something huge had cone down into
the norning sky. It was a ship as big as a city, floating in with an appalling, slow sureness. And
there were others, all having penetrated Earth's sensor defenses, all come to punish the inpudence
of the prinitives below. The six gargantuan not her ships of the Robotech Masters closed in from
all sides. The red Bioroid stood | ooking up at themreverently.

The Sout hern Cross soldiers gripped their weapons irresolutely, barrels realigned toward
the sky, but seened feeble and ridicul ous agai nst the i mense power of the starcraft.

Suddenl y, the nother ships began disgorging assault craft; the bottle-shapes, several from
each not her ship, flashed down at their targets. MP-powered arnor, Battloid, and the rest all were
caught in intense strafing, with no air cover and little ground cover. But these Earth defenders
all fired back, all stood their ground and fought. Men and wonen hurl ed defiance and bl azi ng
energy sal vos back into the skies-and died.

The toll was terrible, even though the attack was short; a carpet of intense radiation
bl asts took out nany of the necha in the surrounding heights; only Dana and her troops, close to
t he advance ship, were relatively safe. Conventional APCs and tanks fared even worse, sitting
ducks for the assault ships. dadiators were putting up the strongest resistance; Dana saw two of
them converge their fire to bring an assault ship out of the sky in a fiery crash.

Agai n she heard the quavering, inhuman voice of the red. "Retreat to the forward conmmand
ship." The blues followed it away in those kangaroolike, two-legged hops, up a ranp into the ship

They' re not getting out of here because they're outgunned, that's for sure! Dana realized.
She was about to yell for everyone to run for it, when an area of cloud seened to boil away before
an intense ray of light, Iike a beam of supernova. It sprang down into the ground near one of the
nmounds, though not the one containing SDF-1

There it ignited, or exploded. A white-hot infernal wind flewout fromit, riding a
shockwave, carrying before it mecha, powered arnor, tracked vehicles, and arnored infantry. It
fragmented Earth's proudest war nmachines, tossing themlike | eaves before it. In nonents the
form dabl e attack force was reduced to stunned survivors, wounded, and the nmany, many dead.

But the Masters had cal cul ated well. They knew a great deal about the nounds now, knew
that the Matrix would be safe for the tinme being-until they could return and deal with the
wr ai t hs.

Dana kept her head well down until the worst of the shockwave and heat had died away. Then
she lifted her head, w ping dust fromher visor, to see the forward command ship lifting away
above her, noving to rejoin its nother ship. Far off to one side, a glow ng crater hundreds of
yards across gave testinony of the Masters' wath.

She drew off the winged helnet tiredly, lowering it. It was a singular nmercy to see Bow e
wave exhaustedly from where he had taken refuge in Angelo's Trojan Horse.

Dana was filled with sorrow, nevertheless, she felt no guilt. Watever the aliens wanted
here, she and the others had kept it away fromthem

But they'll come again. And then it'll be a fight to the death; we all know that now. A
| ot of good nen and wonen died proving it today: this planet is ours! And now the Robotech Masters
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are going to pay!
And now she knew the nane of her strangely faniliar eneny: Zor

In their great nother ships, the Robotech Masters pondered this | atest devel opnment. The
fleet of six huge ships withdrew to a geostationary orbit and remained there, silent and
eni gmati c.

Endl ess conferences took place between the Masters at their Protoculture cap and the
Scientists, the Politicians, and other triunvirates at their | esser caps, and with Zor, their
battlelord. The natter of the resistance of the Protoculture waiths in the nounds was the prine
source of discussion, but there were others.

For the time being there was no question of sinply excavating the nound and taking the
Matri x; the conbined inpedinents of the waiths and the Hunans made that inpossible. But the
Masters insisted, and the Elders concurred with them that the primtives nust have some contro
over the incorporeal entities who guarded the nmounds. Zor was tenpted to disbelieve, but in the
end agreed with their assessnment when he recalled that the female he had battled was O the
Prot ocul ture.

And yet, for reasons he could not explain to hinself, he did not reveal this fact-kept al
but the nost perfunctory mention of Dana from his mnd when reporting.

Several things becanme cl ear under the conpassionl ess probing of the Masters: they could
not take the Matrix by direct assault and dared not sinply begin laying waste to the planet; their
Protoculture was in short supply, and their time was running out quickly.

Because their own Protocul ture sources were shrinking, the Elders grew restive, denmanding
sone resolution. Added to this was the fact that the Invid m ght become aware of the Mtrix at any
time, and intervene.

Using the splendid nmilitary skills and cruel, fanatic loyalty they had progranmed into the
| ast and finest of the Zor clones, Zor Prime, the Masters considered their next course of action

A week went by.

In the UEG headquarters the mlitary and civilian | eaders of Earth's feudal government net
i n emergency session. They were desperate and short on sl eep, and the observers who had cone in

fromthe east still had the stench of carnage and snoking ruin in their nostrils and on their
cl ot hes.

What constituted the core of the United Earth Government | ooked across the |long table at
its mlitary hierarchy, some dozen nen in a vaulted, gleaming hall. At a separate desk, facing the

head of the table, sat Chairman Mran, who presided over the UEG He was an elderly man of nedi um
height and build, with silver-gray hair and nmustache, dressed in civilian clothes adorned with the
crest of the UEG He had spent nobst of his |ife trying to reconcile the ideals of civilian freedom
with the harsh necessities of mlitary strength and preparedness.

The headquarters was a domed building of classic architecture, a new Versailles or
Rei chchancel l ory; within were fine furnishings and marbl e colums and rows of towering MP-powered
arnmor to guard, but none of the nen who ruled Earth took any pride or reassurance fromthose
things today. They were di sturbed and apprehensive as only the powerful, confronting an
unexpect ed, greater power than thensel ves, can be.

Moran | ooked them over. "Gentl enen, many of you have already heard the news. This eneny
mlitary comrander-Zor, or whatever his nanme is-has broken his self-inposed ceasefire. At oh-eight-
hundred today, local tinme, he and his assault ships and Bioroids attacked and w ped out a training
base in Sector Three. They leveled virtually every structure in that sector and killed nearly
every living soul there.”

The officers did know, they traded troubl ed gl ances, not knowi ng what to say. The attack
had been so swift and merciless that there had been little time for counterattack

"We' ve managed to keep word of this fromgetting out to the general popul ace, but there
have been runors," Mran went on. "And we cannot afford a panic! Now, | want to know how this
coul d have happened. Commander Leonard, how on Earth could we be caught so conpletely off guard?"

Suprene Conmander Leonard, top-ranking officer in Earth's mlitary, a big bear of a man
with his shaven, bullet-shaped skull and flaring brows, stood.

He rose as if he were coming at bay before a pack of hounds, glowering at Mdran and the
others. "Sir, | wish | could explain how they neutralize or circunvent our sensors, but | can't.
Qur only viable response is to strike back at once, and hard! W drove them off before and we can
do it again, until they stop com ng back." He shook his big fist, a gesture he often used.

I nside, he knew a bitter frustration that Zand-Zand, who seened to nove in the shadows and
had advi sed himso cannily before-could no | onger be contacted. Has Zand set ne up? Leonard
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wondered. But the man was Dr. Lang's heir on Earth, heir to the secrets of Robotech and
Protocul ture; elusive, furtive Zand, had sworn he was on Leonard's side. And so Leonard was
determned to follow Zand's council and his own prejudices.

Moran | ooked to Emerson. "And what does the chief of staff have to say?"

Enerson canme to his feet slowy, thinking. He didn't wish to contradict his superior
especially in that hall, but he had been called upon to speak his mind honestly. Certainly,

Emer son thought that Leonard's characterization of the Masters as having been "driven away" was
wi de of the mark.

"Speaking candidly, sir," Enerson said, "we know next to nothing about Zor or the Robotech
Masters' true capabilities. And until we do, | cannot reconmend any m ssion that would risk our
peopl e and our ships and necha."

Leonard, just about to sit down, slamred the table with his fist and rose up again.
"Dammit, we're talking about the fate of the planet here, and about being w ped out sector by
sector!"

Emer son nodded soberly. "lI'maware of that. But nothing will be gained by sacrificing our
pilots to certain destruction with no hope of inflicting significant |osses on the eneny."
Leonard sneered. "I won't stand for that kind of talk! You're inpugning the courage and

ability of our fighting forces!" Before Enerson could contradict, Leonard swng to Mran. "Those
men and wonen have bl oodi ed the eneny before, but good! If we let themtake the of fensive, they
can finish the job!"

Emerson bit back his words as he heard Chairnman Moran say, "Very well, Commander Leonard,
prepare to attack."

Fool s! thought Rolf Emerson even as he prepared to carry out the orders he was sworn to
obey.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

To: Suprene Conmander Leonard

FROM Dr. Lazio Zand, Special Protoculture Cbservations and Operati ons Kommandat ura (Commandi ng)
Sir:

It is the conclusion of this unit that war agai nst the Robotech Masters nust be prosecuted as
aggressively as possible, and that tactics used thus far (with particular enphasis on the
Hovertank squads) still hold the best prom se of positive results.

Monunent City didn't feel nuch |ike a conbat zone even though all Earth was a conbat zone now,
Dana reflected as she led the 15th into the m ddle of the downtown area on Hovercycl es.

Traffic was fairly heavy and t he shops, arcades, nightspots, and theaters were al
brightly Iit. Streetlights, traffic signals, neon signs, and even park fountains were illum nated.
Why not ? she thought. Bl ackout neasures are useless for hiding targets fromthe Robotech Masters.

And keepi ng people pent up inside didn't do any good, either; there had been plenty of
shelters in Sector Three, or so the scuttlebutt ran, and it hadn't helped themat all. The only
thing Civil Defense restrictions would do right now was cause panic.

And pani ¢ was what the 15th was there to prevent. They were on duty, but unarnmed, | ooking
more |ike they were out on an evening pass. The UEG had tried to suppress runors of the atrocities
in Sector Three, but there had been the inevitable | eaks. Like a |ot of other Southern Cross
soldiers circulating through popul ation centers this night, the ATACs were on the | ookout for any
crazy inclined to junp up on a street corner soap box and procl ai mJudgnent Day.

Well, it sure beats a twenty-mle hike with full field pack, Sean Phillips decided,
removi ng his goggles and readjusting his torso harness as the 15th parked their cycles side by
side at the curb of a busy street. People were wandering by armin arm or w ndow shopping, taking
in the sights. And there were wonen galore. "Well, men, this is going to be a true test of your
character," he said, and got sly laughs from sonme of the guys.

"Ahem " said Dana, rising to face them "All right, we start our patrols fromhere." She
eyed them severely, then winked. "And don't do anything | wouldn't do, hm?"

"Yes, ma'am" Sean said with a grin.

"Ckay, I'"Il patrol the discos," sonebody vol unteered.
"And I'Il start with that bar over there," another added with a goofy | augh.
"Yeah, you'll end with it, too," the first countered.

In anot her nmoment they were all splitting up to check out the area, all except Angel o, who
gave a disgusted grunt. Duty was duty and playtine was playtinme and the two shouldn't mXx
"Angi e, why do | have the feeling you' d rather stay here and guard the horses?" Dana asked
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sweetly.

He crossed his arnms and put his feet up on his handl ebars. "Because you're a m nd-reader
I guess."”

That gave her a start, and she saw Zor's face again

Maybe | am But she recovered and told her troops, "Right, nove out."

Which they did with a will, whopping and | aughing. "Idiots," Angelo snorted.

Is every attractive female in this town grafted to sone civilian's arn Sean thought as he
made his way al ong. Then he saw her standing by a boutique wi ndow, |ooking at a coat. She was
smal | and shapely, with auburn hair to her wai st and yellow slacks that did nice things for her
figure.

Sean squared his uniformas he went over. Lady, this is your lucky night! "You seemto
like that coat a lot," he said. "I admire your taste." Actually, he scarcely glanced at it.

She turned in surprise. "Wat?" She | ooked himover and broke into a dinpled smle. "WII
you buy it for me, hme"

This was nore like it. The coat was nice, he guessed; all scarlet enbroidery and white fur
trim "Well, now, | just might be persuaded-uh!" As he read the price tag and recalled that he was
now a deuce private, he went pale. Gah! That's nmore than | rmake in a year!

"On second thought, red's not your color,” he inprovised. "Listen, why don't you and me go
sonmepl ace and get ourselves a drink, yes?" He w nked.

She made a wy face and renoved the hand he'd settled lightly on her shoul der. "Thanks
anyway. Maybe some other time." She said it wal king.

"Sure, anytinme you say!" he called after. Maybe | sounded too insincere? Wll, it's her

| oss.

Two bl ocks away, Dana was | ooking into another boutique wi ndow, considering a nice little
eveni ng frock that |ooked just about right for her. A hand fell on her shoul der and she pivoted,
ready to show sone nmasher what Hovertank officers | earned in hand-to-hand.

But she was facing a snug-1ooking Angelo Dante. "Time to spit on the fire and call in the
he said. "W just got a general recall to base. Sonmething big is up."

hounds,

The 15th was back on standby alert, manning their Hovertanks and waiting. This show was
reserved for the TASCs and the Cosmic Units.

Fokker Base had been rebuilt hastily. Barely twenty-four hours after the raid on Sector
Three, the light of norning showed a hal f-dozen shuttles at the vertical and ready to | aunch
Fi nal preparations were under way, and people were running for bunkers and observation posts.

The shuttles | aunched, the first battle wing of the planned strike. On the other side of
the base, the Black Lions and the other Veritech outfits waited, the second battle wi ng. Wen the
shuttles were away and clear, the VIs got the green light. Wth Maria Crystal |eading, the
fighters thundered down the runway to even the score with the Robotech Masters.

Leonard came into the command center to find Emerson bent over the illumi nated displays.
Leonard had regai ned his conposure, especially in light of the fact that Enerson was his npst
capabl e subordinate. To put it nmore truthfully, over the years Leonard had garnered credit for
many things that had been Enerson's acconplishments.

Leonard dropped a thick hand on the flared shoul derboard of Emerson's torso harness.
"Believe ne, Rolf, this is the only way."

Emerson studied himfor a long tinme before replying, "I hope to God you're right."

The VTs went in first, loosing swarns of missiles at the eneny flagship, their sole
obj ective. But the missiles were no sooner away than gl obes of light boiled out of the flagship
like enormous will-o0'-the-wisps, bursting into hexagonal webs of pulsating light like gigantic
snowf | akes.

The snowfl akes noved and drifted into position, intersecting the nissiles' paths, and the
Eart hly ordnance detonated harnl essly agai nst them The other nother ships were silent and dark
but for running lights, waiting.

Still more of the energy snowfl akes cane forth, until a net of themprotected the
flagshi p. The VTs swept around for another try, and this time beams fromthe chandelierbul b cannon
crackl ed across empty space. More than forty fighters were lost in the first ninety seconds of the
massed attack on the flagship. Still the VIs swng around for another go, hoping agai nst hope to
get in under the hexagons and deliver a bl ow

But they were flying straight into a nurder nachine.
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"Attack groups two and eight have di sengaged fromthe eneny," the flat, synthesized voice
of the intel conputer echoed in the command center. "G oups three, four, and seven report heavy
| osses. Oher groups fail to respond to transm ssions and are believed to have been totally
destroyed. "

Leonard turned to Enerson angrily but also, people in the command center could see, with a
tremble of fear. "How can this be happening to us?"

Emer son chose to ignore him except to observe, "So far we haven't even put a dent in
them" He | ooked to Rochelle. "Any sign of a counterattack yet?"

"Negative at this time, sir. They're standing pat."

Enerson called for an update on | osses. The conputer printed out the awful facts and
figures. Three quarters of the attack wings' forces were gone, inmmolated in a few nminutes.

"Al'l those men and wonen | ost," Emerson nurnured, scanning the |ist.

"It's-it's a disaster," Leonard said unsteadily. He turned and | urched toward the door

Emerson didn't even bother to solicit Leonard' s permssion. "Call off the attack! Al
units di sengage and return to base.” Then he turned and gl ared at Leonard' s back as the suprene
comander exited.

Not far away, there was a different kind of battle being fought in the UEG s forenpst
Robot ech research | aboratory, in the mlitary-industrial facility near the airbase. And this
battle was turning, slowy, in the Human race's favor

Dr. Mles Cochran and his coll eague, Dr. Samson Beckett, were two of the hottest of the
Robot ech hotshots who had trained under Dr. Enmil Lang and, later, Dr. Lazlo Zand. Now they pored
over the remains of a downed blue Bioroid that lay on a worktable like the world' s biggest cadaver
awai ti ng the chanpi onship autopsy of all tine.

Its guts were opened up and wired to every nonitoring device the lab had. It |ooked |ike
it was sprouting a garden of sensor wires, photo-optic lines, nmonitoring circuits, and conputer
I'inks.

Cochran, a thin-faced, intense redhead, said, "I'mactivating ultraviolet scanner, Sam"

Beckett, smaller and dark-haired, wearing tinted gl asses, was oohing and aahi ng over the
things he was encountering with his probes, but stopped to step back and watch.

The scanner canme down to irradiate the Bioroid's entire form passing fromcrown to toes,
coordi nating with readouts and anal ysis conputers, scrutinizing every part of the shattered necha.

The two went to the conmputer screens to see what they cane up with. The data banks were
linked in with recordings and sketches of the mecha the Southern Cross forces had fought thus far
The two watched the information and diagrans flash, the light reflecting off Beckett's gl asses.

"What about the danmmge received?" Cochran asked. "See if you can get nme a readout on
that." Beckett bent to the task

He got an integrated analysis of the internal structure of the necha. There was severe
mechani cal danage because a | eg had been ripped off in battle, but no physical explanation as to
why all systens were so conpletely inert despite the Humans' efforts to activate them Then they
got the confirmation they were | ooking for

"Definite traces of biogenetic material," Beckett said flatly.

"So there was sonething alive in there, sonething that escaped before the nop-up crew got
to the scene, or self-destructed. Can you give us a | ook-see at what it was?"

"I can try." Beckett bent to his task again. The nobst powerful medical and genetic
engi neering prograns were accessed, a stupendous anount of conputer power. Alongside a detailed
DNA bl ueprint, the conputer drew up a human form "Unbelievable," Beckett breathed.

"I't's Human! Not sinply like us, as the Zentraedi were, but Human!"

"But-it's fromoutside the Sol ar Systeml " Beckett was shaking his head. "Mybe...sonmehow
they're fromHunter's SDF-3 expedition?"

It was Cochran's turn to shake his head. "No. But those ATAC tankers were right; they saw
what they thought they saw. "

Beckett removed his glasses. "God! Wait till Zand hears this! He'll freak!"

There was a chuckl e fromthe darkness; Cochran and Beckett spun toward it even as they
realized they knew who it was. "Perhaps that is too extrene a word, Sanmson. Let's just say that
I'"'m pl eased. "

Dr. Lazlo Zand canme a little farther into the light, so that his eerie eyes could be seen
"And of course ny little Dana was right! O course your findings bear ne out! The Protoculture
weaves, it spins, it manipul ates and shapes, young doctors! Its ability to shape nere nachinery is
not hing next to its ability to shape events!"
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He stepped a little closer still, studying the Bioroid. He was a man of nedi um height, in
unornamented UEG attire, his hair still unruly after all these years. His eyes seened to be al
iris, as Lang's had been ever since Lang had taken that Protocul ture boost aboard the SDF-1 when
it first landed. Only, in Zand's case, the transformation hadn't taken place until years later. He
| ooked no | ess unearthly than a Robotech Master.

“You' ve done well, but now you rust doubl e-check your findings to be sure there is no
error in your presentation when you take themto the UEG "

Cochran found his voice. How had Zand gotten into the | ab? How had he known what Beckett
and Cochran were doing there? They hadn't seen or had word of or about himin years. Yet, those
weren't questions Cochran felt safe in asking, so he said, "Surely, Dr. Zand, you'll want to
acconpany us and el aborate on-"

"No!" Zand raised a warning finger. "No nention of ne, understood? Good! Now, back to
wor k, both of you." Zand turned for the door

"But when will you-" Beckett began

"When the tinme is right," Zand said, silhouetted against the light fromoutside, "you wll
hear from ne again."

Emerson rested his chin on his interlaced fingers. "And so you're saying Zor is a Human
being, and not a miniaturized Zentraedi ?"

Beckett and Cochran nodded.

"Then Dana and Bowie were right," Enerson said softly, staring into space. "And we're
fighting our own kind. Like brothers slaughtering each other."

Just then Rochelle buzzed Enmerson with the final conpilation of the battle casualties.
Ei ghty-five VIs destroyed, seven damaged beyond repair; five shuttles destroyed, one danmaged
beyond repair. Two-hundred-seven pilots and aircraft crew people dead, another twenty ground
support and two-hundred-odd civilians dead, the latter two figures fromcrashes of danmaged
aircraft. Eighty-seven missing in action and unaccounted for, presuned to be adrift in space, dead
or alive.

In the ready-roomat the 15th, for once the banter was all but nonexistent.

"Worst defeat of the war," Bowi e said, stretching out the kinks that wearing arnor always
gave him grateful to be back in a sinple uniform

“And that was only one ship," Sean rem nded him

"I tell ya, the VTs coulda got through if they hadn't've been called off,
i nsisted. "Look what we did to those ali-those XTs on the Liberty nission."

Dana made no response to the fact that he hadn't used the word aliens, but she noticed
that nobody in the 15th used it when referring to the eneny now. It noved her so, their literally
unspoken support of her-she very warily felt themto be the family she'd never had.

Loui e | ooked up fromthe cal cul ati ons he was doing on a | ap-size conputer. "And |'m
telling you, Angie, that that ship's design makes a frontal assault a conplete inpossibility."

Angel o

Sean chortled. "I forgot: the professor, there, knows everything!"
Louie held his tenper, used to this kind of flak. Bright and inventive enough for any tech
school or advanced degree program he had still opted for the ATACs. He |iked being a corporal in

aline outfit and, nore to the point, the tinkering and conputer hacki ng and equi pnent
nmodi fications he did were done w thout sone frowning |ab-coat type |ooking over his shoulder. He
was al so confident that the studying and research he did on his own, open-ended, put himway ahead
of the people who had to conplete course requirenents in any school

Dana put in, "But Zor's ship nust have sone weak spot."

Loui e turned the dark-goggl ed gaze on her, nodding. "Exactly right. To start with,
figure that Zor's ship is not powered by an engine as we would recogni ze one."

"Huh?" Dana said. "Then how s it get around?"

"Well, it can travel between the stars by spacefol ding, of course, like the SDFs and the
Zentraedi," Louie explained. "And to get around over smaller distances, it has a nore |ocalized
fol ding process, a sort of a twi sting of opposing forces, like squirting a grape seed between your
fingers.”

Dana remenbered sonme of the theory and jargon Louie had spouted in sessions past. "So, if
you upset the hyper-bal ance, you've got yourself an unstable ship."

Sean caught her thoughtful tone and | ooked her over. "What exactly are you thinking
about ?"

She gave hima closed-face look. "Basic mlitary strategy." She rose, took a few paces,
then turned back to them "C non, Louie, we've got work to do!"
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CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

Lazl o, mny val ued col | eague,

It falls upon ne to | eave now with the SDF-3 expedition, and falls to you to stay, for reasons we
bot h know.

But | ask you to keep in nind the fact that ny Awakening to the Protoculture was in sone neasure
accidental, while yours was fully aforethought, and that certain intents and purposes in you are
at times very strong

| exhort you to remenber that you will be dealing with HUVAN BEINGS, and to work contrary to their
wel | being will be in sonme neasure, always, to work at cross purposes with the Protoculture. Please
don't let the eagerness to plunb the depths of Protoculture distort your thinking.

Your friend,

Eni | Lang

When Dana appeared at the Robotech research lab with Louie in tow, she had the inpression that
Drs. Cochran and Beckett were |ooking at her rather strangely, at least at first.

But she shrugged it off; research types were always off sonewhere in a world of their own.
Besi des, Louie had themtotally fascinated with his idea in short order. First thing she knew,
Louie was sitting at Beckett's mmin conputer ternminal with the doctors |ooking on, bringing up
di agrams and di spl ays and equati ons and conputergenerated inages to explain and verify his
anal ysi s.

"It"s only a theory, | adnmit," he said as the conputer illum nated various parts of a grid-
di agram of Zor's vessel. "But after all, no scans show any central power source, am|l right?"

Cochran nodded, |ower |ip between his thunb and forefinger, staring into the screen. Louie
went on. "But |, um | accessed the intel computers and | found what's gotta be a bio-gravitic
i nducti on network."

The conputer showed it, a convoluted array |ike a highway system or bl ood vessels, picked
out in neon red. "There seens to be sone kind of perpetual bio-gravitic cycle; the Protoculture
quanta are sinultaneously attracted to and repelled by one another. Kinda |like what's going on in
the sun, if you want to put it that way, gravity and fusion fighting it out in a sort of
equilibrium?"

Dana tried to get a word in edgew se, but the three nen were conpletely caught up in their
tech-tal k.

Beckett did sneak in a sidelong | ook at her, though. How had Dana, of all people, conme to
be the one to find this Louie Nichols, this gemin-the-rough genius/weirdo? O course it was again
in total defiance of any coincidence, and Beckett had renewed awe for Protoculture's power to
shape events.

"It appears to effect these two strong nmega-forces,” Louie said.

"Thr ough phased bondi ng!" Cochran conprehended, grinning fromear to ear

Dana was tired of hearing about the fram stat field connected to the veebl efertzer
anomalies. "So if we destabilize this equilibriumof yours, we'll knock the whole ship out of
whack, right?"

They frowned at her coarse | anguage, but Louie shrugged. "Yes. At l|least theoretically."

She hooked to Cochran and Beckett. "Then you find the right spot and we'll see that the
job gets done!"

Cochran hedged. "I don't think the chief of staff will choose you for the m ssion
Li eutenant. Not with your track record.”

But inside he was wondering how Zand could let the girl run around | oose like this,
constantly daring aliens to shoot her cute blond head off. She was the very core of so nmuch of
Zand's work and pl anni ng.

Ah, but that's the heart of the matter, isn't it? he seened to hear Zand lecturing. It's
Protoculture that shapes events, and living beings interfered with it or sought to hanper it only
at their own peril.

Zand, and even the great Lang, had realized this very early on; only by being observers of
events and | earning the innernost secrets of Protoculture-the ones that had died with the origina
Zor-coul d they ever hope to reach a point where they dared try to mani pulate its greatest powers.

Dana was saying cheerfully, "Ch, | beg to differ. The Fifteenth is the perfect choice for
this mssion!”

Getting Bowie to agree to help her talk Emerson into letting the 15th take the mi ssion was
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only slightly nmore difficult than getting a nule into high heels. But he saw that the rest of the
15th was all for it, so he gave in at |ast.

In Emerson's office, Dana, Bowi e, and Louie held their collective breath while Enerson
studied the data. "Sir, we've finally got the weapon we need to hit the Robotech Masters where it
hurts,"” Bow e pronpted.

Emer son brought his chair back around. "It's an insane m ssion. Hopel ess. And we can't
spare the pilots or VTs."

Dana gave hi m her best w de-eyed | ook. "But who said anything about Veritechs? Looks nore
like a job for Hovertanks, | was thinking, General."

Ener son npaned inwardly and wi shed for the days when he could paddl e t hem when they had
been bad and send themto bed w thout supper. And there had been quite a few those.

But that was before the days when they were soldiers who had sworn an oath of duty. And
bef ore the days when the Robotech Masters had come to grind the Earth to rubble beneath an iron
heel . "You think you can do it?"

Her gaze was | evel now, her nod slow and sure. "Yes, sir.

Enerson rose. "Good hunting, people.”

Again the fighters went up, but this tine they were as cautious as they could manage to
be, firing froma distance, putting nore enphasis on evasive maneuvers than on accuracy. Once nore
the gl owi ng, throbbi ng hexagonal webs appeared. Dana thought how rmuch |i ke power-vei ned snow | akes
t hey | ooked.

The snowfl akes noved, as they had before, to supply coverage to heavily attacked areas,
| eaving others nmore lightly guarded. It was sonething intel had noted on the first assault; the
time had come to use it.

The shuttle pilot flying the nmission was a chill cube; when a stray Masters cannon round
grazed the fuselage of his ship, he said offhandedly, "Just a flesh wound, pards. Goin' in."

He stood the ship on its side to nake it between two of the spiral ziggurat negastructures
on the deck below, then flew along a trench, well aware that a speed sl ow enough to nake a conbat
drop was too slow to dodge eneny flak. He shrugged and kept flying. "Made it through," he thought
to mention to the ATACs back in the drop bay, as if telling themthat the nail had arrived.

"Qutta the frying pan," Dana heard Sean nutter into his helmet nike. Then the pilot gave
the order to open the drop bay door, and they were | ooking out at the onrushing techno-terrain of
the nother ship's upper hull

The Hovertanks' engines were already revving. The ATACs roared out in order, dropping into
depl oyment pattern as they descended to the hull

"Everyone accounted for?" Dana, in the |ead, asked. She was trying to take in everything
at once, |ooking for AA enplacenents and ot her w cked surprises, spot her target, see how the
battl e was going, and make sure Val kyrie was functioning right.

Angel o, farther back, reported, "Roger that; everybody's in position, Lieutenant."

The ATACs barreled along, lining up on their |eader according to assignment. "All right,
boys; you know the drill."

They did; it was Sterling-sinple. They were to follow Dana's targeting program pierce the
hul 1, and expose that bio-gravitic network. Then they would concentrate fire, disrupt the energy
hi ghway system and put the nother ship's lights out.

Unl ess any of ten thousand things went wong. Bowi e sang out a Sout hern Cross Arny
refrain, "Just another day in the SCA'"

They stayed in a long trench for cover, and had good |uck for an astoundingly tranquil ten
seconds before trouble reared its arnored head. "Uh-oh, we got conpany," Sean noted. Four Bioroids
had dropped down into the trench, far ahead, to block their way. Dana found herself hol ding her
breath, wonderi ng what col or they were.

Vell, if Big Red's in ny way now, it's his tough |luck! She nmade an obscene reference to
what the Bioroids could go and do. "Forget '"eml It's that systemwe're after! C ose up behind ne!"

They did, and Dana hit emergency thrust. She dodged the eneny necha's shots and was upon
them before they got their bearings, bowing themover with the solid weight of her tank, not
bothering to shoot. Al were blues. The 15th how ed |i ke werewl ves and followed her on toward the
target.

"The shuttle got in under their defensive shields,
running firefight on the upper hull, sir."
Emerson inclined his head in acknow edgnent but didn't take his eyes fromthe displays.

Rochell e told Enerson. "W register a
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Bi oroids closed in fromboth sides and behind, but none were on their Hovercraft, and so
it remained a road-race. Trooper Thornton heard Sean's warning but couldn't dodge in time, and a
wash of anni hilation discs blew out the folded Bioroid hand in its nacelle under his tank's left
rear arnor skirt.

"Been hit, Lieutenant," Thornton drawl ed, trying for danmage control. But the decrease in
speed let two Bioroids catch up to him they dropped feetfirst onto his ship, disintegrating it in
a fireball, and kept on coni ng.

"Loui e! Battloid node!" Dana call ed.

The Bioroids were fighting on their honme ground, but the ATACs had the advantage of
vel ocity, adrenaline, and a desperate need to carry out their nission. Dana and Louie
mechanor phosed in md-turn, and went rocketing back at the eneny as ultratech kni ghts, weapons
bl azing. This tine they used the main battery, the heavy d adi ator cannon that was usually stored
in the Battloid' s right armbut could be brought forth in extreme need. Everything around them
seermed to be happening in sl ow notion.

They got the first Bioroid as it was still charging, the second and third when the eneny
mecha stopped to shoot it out, and the fourth when it sought to withdraw and had its route bl ocked
by a dikelike structural feature.

"Better luck next tinme," Dana bade the last to go, but as it went it toppled into a sort
of utility groove. Its explosion set off another, greater one, and the groove became a crackling,
Prot ocul ture-hot version of an old-time bl ackpowder fuse.

Dana gasped as the eruption raced al ong the groove, sending up a curtain of starflane
behind it, blow ng arnored deckpl ates high, nmoving as fast as any Hovertank. The raci ng superfuse
reached a |ow, pillbox feature on the hull and went up |ike a roman candl e.

"Louie, did we do it?"

Loui e' s hel net gave hi m bugli ke | ook, but beneath it he was sniling wide.

"Yes, ma'anl We've found the bio-gravitic network!"

"Let's get it!" She raced in with a dozen and nore Battl oids covering and bringing up the
rear, nmoving like veteran infantry, or SWAT cops. They fired with all the staggering power the
Hovertanks could bring to bear; Bioroids, unused to such house-to-house, roomto-roomtype-conbat,
were at the disadvantage, and took all the | osses then

One Bioroid al nost blasted Dana, but she stunbled out of its way and Angel o got the
Bi oroid instead, shooting it off a tall tower so that it fell a long way to the hull
sonmersaul ting, |ike something out of an old western

Dana canme up with her Battloid s head hangi ng over the brink of a shaft exposed by the
expl oded pillbox. The shaft was so deep that she couldn't see the bottom

“"You found it, ma'am" Louie observed. "Down there's the processing field that nanages the
energy equilibrium If we blow up the equi pnent down at the field intersection |ocus, we'll
destabilize this whole damm garbage scow. "

Dana had regained her feet. "Let's do-it-to-it!" She studied the diagram Loui e was sendi ng
her, and arned the heavy m ssile she was carrying for the purpose. Al of them had one-just one
api ece-but Dana wanted this shot to be hers.

Near by, the 15th was in a furious firefight with the Bioroids as nore and nore eneny
rei nforcenments showed up. The weapons beans spat and veered, seeking targets; the annihilation
di scs flew.

Sean yel l ed, "Dana, we've got ya covered, but there're nore 'roids crashing the party!"

"Hang on!" She adjusted the range on the nissile, and its dial-a-yield for nmaxi num
expl osive force. Alien discs began ranging in around her, and Louie turned the Live wire to give
nore covering fire. "Lieutenant, | really suggest you hurry!"

“Junp, all you guys! Go! Don't wait for ne!" She released the missile and watched its
corkscrew trail disappear down into the bl ackness. Then she turned to propel herself into space
with the strength of her Battloid' s legs and the thrusters built into its feet, breaking out of
the surface gravity field around the upper hull. She saw that the other Battloids were already in
the air. As she went, her instrunents registered a direct hit.

The Bioroids were trying to shoot down the ascendi ng Battl oids when the columm of white
Iight and raw destruction shot fromthe shaft, Iike Satan's own artillery spewing forth. The
Battl oi ds were already up and speeding away fromit, but the Bioroids closing in on the shaft to
see what damage had been done got a final, horrific surprise.

The gush of unl eashed energy set off explosions in and around the shaft; a dozen bl ues
were whirled away |like leaves in a hurricane, nolten netal, disnmenbered by the force of the blast,
twisted into unrecogni zabl e shapes as the vol cano of energy bl ew hi gher and hi gher

"Looks |ike you knew what you were tal king about, Louie," Sean said in a subdued voi ce,
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t hi nki ng what they were all thinking: the explosion surpassed all estinmates and projections; if
they had hung around for, another few seconds, the 15th woul d have been history, too.

Then everybody was nmaking ribald praise of the Cosmic Units as the shuttle cane into view,
right on pickup vector. Dana | ooked at the | apsed-tine function on her m ssion displays and
realized in shock that the whole thing had taken only a few m nutes.

"W see you, transport; get ready to take us aboard." Her elation was conplete, for now.

Dana and the rest of the 15th, the Cosmic crews, and the TASC fliers could all see the
secondary explosions ripping along the nother ship's hide as the ATACs dove aboard the shuttle.
Furious fires burned out of control, becom ng thernonuclear bonfires in the escapi ng at nosphere;
the nonster ship swng to in accordance with whatever notive forces it enployed; its orbit decayed
at once.

Dana wat ched over an optical pickup patched through fromthe shuttle bridge. She felt vast
satisfaction, a quelling of her own fear and self-doubt.

Then the satisfaction retreated; the noment she touched down she woul d have to begin
getting and training replacenment personnel and necha. It was plain the 15th woul d be needed again
very soon.

Because the not her ship was beginning a long, controlled fall toward Earth.

"It's breaking up!" Enerson exclai med, watching the rel ayed i nmage.

"Only peripherally, sir," Tessel noted, readi ng anot her display.

"I never would' ve believed it," Rochelle conmented quietly. He turned and called out a
command, "Ready-reaction force, stand by for inmediate deploynment!"

"Once you have Zor's landing point plotted, seal it off and ring it in with defense in
depth," Enmerson instructed quietly. "Air, ground, subterranean |istening equipnment-everything!"

"Yes, sir!"

Emerson wat ched the listing nother ship, a wounded di nosaur hel pless to stop its plunge.
Bi gger than a city, it settled toward a final resting spot in the hills above Monument City.
Ener son wondered if that was by cal culation. He was begi nning to abandon all faith in coincidence.

The controlled crash didn't destroy the nother ship, nor did Enerson expect it to; that
woul d have been too much to hope for. It looned like a colossal glacier of netal, silent and
chal | engi ng.

Very well, he thought. Challenge accept ed.

He turned to Rochelle. "Oh, and Col onel . "

"Sir?"

"Tell the Fifteenth to stand down for a little rest; they've earned it."
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