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Robot ech: Metal Fire
Book Ei ght of the Robotech Series
Copyri ght 1987 by Jack MKi nney

CHAPTER ONE

EXEDORE: So, Adnmiral, there is little doubt: [Zentraedi and Human] genetic nakeup points directly
at a common point of origin.

ADM RAL GLOVAL: I ncredible

EXEDORE: Isn't it. Furthernore, while exam ning the data we noticed many conmon traits, including
a penchant on the part of both races to indulge in warfare...Yes, both races seemto enjoy making
war .

From Exedore's intel reports to the SDF-2 H gh Comand

Once before, an alien fortress had crashed on Earth..

Its arrival had put an end to alnbst ten years of global civil war; and its resurrection
had ushered in arnmageddon. That fortress's blackened, irradiated renmmins |lay buried under a
mount ai n of earth, heaped upon it by the very nen and wonen who had rebuilt the ship on what would
have been its island grave. But unbeknownst to those who mourned its loss, the soul of that great
ship had survived the body and inhabited it still-an entity living in the shadows of the
technology it animated, waiting to be freed by its natural keepers, and until then haunting the
worl d chosen for its sorry exile..

This new fortress, this nost recent gift fromheaven's nore sinister side, had announced
its arrival, not with tidal and tectonic upheavals, but with open warfare and devastati on-death's
bl oodstai ned calling cards. Nor was this fortress derelict and uncontrolled in its fateful fal
but driven, brought down to Earth by the unwilling mnor players in its dark drama...

"ATAC Fifteen to air group!" Dana Sterling yelled into her m ke over the din of battle.
"Hit "emagain with everything you have! Try to keep their heads down! They're throw ng everything
but ol d shoes at us down here!"

Less than twenty-four hours ago her team the 15th squad, Al pha Tactical Arnored Corps,
had felled this giant, not with sling and shot, but with a coordinated strike |aunched at the
fortress's Achilles' heel-the core reactor governing the ship's bio-gravitic network. It had
dropped parabolically from geosynchronous orbit, crashlanding in the rugged hills severa
kil ometers distant from Monunent City.

Hardly a coincidental inmpact point, Dana said to herself as she bracketed the fortress in
the sights of the Hovertank's rifle/cannon

The 15th, in Battloid node, was noving across a battle zone that was |i ke sone geyser
field of orange expl osions and high-flung dirt and rock-a little like a cross between a nbonscape
and the inside of Vesuvius on a busy day.

Up above, the TASC fighters, the Black Lions among them roared in for another pass. The
gl assy green teardrop-cannon of the fortress didn't seemas effective in atnosphere, and so far

there had been no sign of the snowfl ake-shields. But the eneny's hull, rearing above the
assaulting Battloids, still seenmed able to soak up all the punishnent they could deal it and stand
unal tered

An el ongat ed hexagon, angular and relatively flat, the alien fortress neasured over five
mles in length, half that in width. Its thickly plated hull was the sane | ackluster gray of the
Zentraedi ships used in the First Robotech War; but in contrast to those organic |eviathan
dreadnaughts, the fortress boasted a topography to rival that of a cityscape. Along the long axis
of its dorsal surface was a mile-long raised portion of superstructure that resenbl ed the peaked
roof s of many twentieth-century houses. Forward was a concentrically coiled conelike projection
Louie Nichols had christened "a Robotech teat'"; aft were nassive Reflex thruster ports; and
el sewhere, weapons stations, deep crevices, huge |ouvered panels, ziggurats, onions donmes, towers
like two-tined forks, stairways and bridges, arnored docking bays, and the articul ated nmuzzl es of
the ship's countless segnented "insect |eg" cannons.

Bel ow t he sawm ooth ridge the pilots of the fortress had chosen as their crash site was
Monunent City, and several mles distant across two slightly higher ridges, the remai ns of New
Macross and the three Human- nade nounds that marked the final resting place of the super
di nensi onal fortresses.

Dana wondered if the SDF-1 had sonething to do with this latest warfare. |If these invaders
were indeed the Robotech Masters (and not sone other band of XT gal actic marauders), had they cone
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to avenge the Zentraedi in some way? O worse still-as many were asking-was Earth fighting a new
war with mcronized Zentraedi ?

Child of a Hunan father and a Zentraedi nother-the only known child of such a marriage-
Dana had good reason to disprove this latter hypothesis.

That sone of the invaders were humanoid was a fact only recently accepted by the Hi gh
Conmand. Scarcely a nonth ago Dana had been face-to-face with a pilot of one of the invaders
bi pedal necha-the so-called Bioroids. Bowie Gant had been even cl oser, but Dana was the one who
had yet to get over the encounter. Al at once the war had personalized itself; it was no |onger
machi ne agai nst machi ne, Hovertank agai nst Bi oroid.

Not that that mattered in the |least to the hardened | eaders of the UEG Since the end of
the First Robotech War, Human civilization had been on a downhill slide; and if it hadn't cone to
Humans facing aliens, it probably woul d have been Humans agai nst Humans.

Dana heard a sonic roar through the Hovertank's external pickups and | ooked up into a sky
full of new generation Al pha fighters, snub-nosed descendants of the Veritechs.

The place was dense with snoke and flying fragments frommissile bursts, and the missile's
retwi sting tracks. As Dana watched, one pair of VTs finished a pass only to have two alien assault
ships lift into the air and go up after them Dana yelled a warning over the Forward Air Contro
net, then switched fromthe FAC frequency to her own tactical net because the real showdown had
begun; two bl ue Bioroids had popped up from behi nd boul ders near the fortress.

The bl ues opened fire and the ATACs returned it with interest; the range was medi um | ong,
but energy bolts and annihilation discs skewed and splashed furiously, searching for targets. At
Dana's request, a Tactical Air Force fighter-bonber flight canme in to drop a few dozen tons of
conventional ordnance while the TASCs got set up for their next run

Abruptly, a green-blue |Iight shone fromthe fortress, and a half second later it |ay under
a hem sphere of spindriftlike stuff, a done of radiant cobweb, and all incomi ng beans and solids
were splashing harmessly fromit.

But the eneny could fire through their own shield, and did, knocking down two of the
retreating bonbers and two approaching VIs with cannonfire. Watever the danage to the bio-
gravitic systemwas, it plainly hadn't robbed the fortress of all its stupendous power.

Dana's hand went out for the node selector |lever. She attuned her thoughts to the necha
and threw the lever to G reconfiguring fromBattloid to G adiator. The Hovertank was now a squat,
two-1 egged SPG (sel f-propelled gun), with a single cannon stretching out in front of it.

Near by, in the scant cover provided by hillside granite outcroppings and di sl odged
boul ders, the rest of the 15th-Louie Nichols, Bowie Grant, Sean Phillips, and Sergeant Angel o
Dante anong others-simlarly reconfigured, was unl eashing sal vos agai nst the stationary fortress.

“Man, these guys are tough as nails!" Dana heard Sean say over the net. "They aren't
budgi ng an inch!"

And they aren't likely to, Dana knew. We're fighting for our home; they're fighting for
their ship and their only hope of survival

"At this rate the fighting could go on forever,"” Angel o said. "Sonebody better think of
sonet hi ng qui ck." And everyone knew he wasn't tal ki ng about sergeants, |ieutenants, or anybody
el se who mi ght be accused of working for a living;, the brass better realize it was nmaking a
m st ake, or come evening they would need at | east one new Hovertank squad.

Then Angel o picked up on a blue that had charged from behind a rock and was headed
straight for Bowi e's Diddy-Wa-Di ddy. The attitude and posture of Bow e's necha suggested that it
was di stracted, unfocused.

Dam ki d, wool gat hering! "Look out, Bow e!"

But then Sean appeared in Battloid node, firing with the rifle/cannon, the blue stunbling
as it broke up in the blazing beans, then going down.

"Wake up and stay on your toes, Bowie," Angelo growed. "That's the third tine today ya
foul ed up."

"Sorry," Bowi e returned. "Thanks, Sarge."

Dana was hel ping Louie N chols and another trooper try to drive back blues who were
craw ing forward fromcover to cover on their bellies, the first tine the Bioroids had ever been
seen to do such a thing.

"These guys just won't take no for an answer,'’
at them

Dana grated, raking her fire back and forth

Renot e caneras positioned along the battle perineter brought the action hone to
headquarters. An internittent beeping sound (like nonsense Mirse) and horizontal noise bars
di srupted the video transmission. Still, the picture was clear: the Tactical Arnored units were
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taki ng a beati ng.

Col onel Rochelle vented his frustration in a slow exhal e of smoke, and stubbed out his
cigarette in the already crowded ashtray. There were three other staff officers with himat the
Il ong table, at the head of which sat Major General Rolf Enerson

"The eneny is showing no sign of surrender," Rochelle said after a nonent. "And the
Fifteenth is tiring fast."

"Hit them harder," Col onel Rudol ph suggested. "W ve got the air wi ng commander standing
by. A surgical strike-nuclear, if we have to."

Rochel | e wondered how t he man had ever reached his current rank. "I won't even address
that suggestion. W have no cl ear-cut understanding of that ship's energy shield. And what if the
cards don't fall our way? Earth would be finished."

Rudol ph blinked nervously behind his thick glasses. "I don't see that the threat would be
any greater than the attacks already | aunched agai nst Mnunent."

Butler, the staff officer seated opposite Rudol ph spoke to that. "This isn't The War of
the Worlds, Col onel-at |east not yet. W don't even know what they want fromus."

"Do | have to renmi nd you gentl enen about the attack on Macross Island?" Rudol ph's voice
took on a harder edge. "Twenty years ago isn't exactly ancient history, is it? If we're going to
wait for an explanation, we mght as well surrender right now "

Rochel | e was noddi ng his head and lighting up another cigarette. "I'm agai nst escal ation
at this point," he said, snoke and breath drawn in.

Rol f Emerson, gloved hands folded in front of himon the table, sat silently, taking in
his staff's assessments and opi nions but saying very little. If it were left up to himto decide,
he woul d attenpt to open up a dialogue with the unseen invaders. True, the aliens had struck the
first blow, but it had been the Earth Forces who had been goading theminto continued strikes ever
since. Unfortunately, though, he was not the one chosen to decide things; he had to count on
Conmander Leonard for that...And may heaven hel p us, he thought.

"We just can't let themsit there!" Rudol ph was insisting.

Emerson cleared his voice, |loud enough to cut through the separate conversations that were
in progress, and the table fell silent. The audi o nonitors brought the noise of battle to them
once again; in concert, permaplas w ndowpanes rattled to the sounds of distant expl osions.

"This battle requires nore than just hardware and manpower, gentlenen...We'l|l give them
back the ground we've taken because it's of no use to us right now W'IIl wthdraw our forces
tenmporarily, until we have a workable plan.™

The 15th acknow edged the orders to pull back and ceased fire. Gther units were reporting
heavy casualties, but their team had been fortunate: seven dead, three wounded-counts that woul d
have been judged insignificant twenty years ago, when Earth's popul ati on was nore than just a
handf ul of hardened survivors

Enerson di snissed his staff, returned to his office, and requested to neet with the
suprenme conmander. But Leonard surprised himby telling himto stay put, and five mnutes |ater
burst through the door |ike an angry bull

"There's got to be sone way to crack open that ship!" Leonard railed. "I will not accept
defeat! | will not accept the status quo!"

Emerson wondered if Leonard woul d have accepted the status quo if he had sweated out the
nmorning in the seat of a Hovertank, or a Veritech

The suprene comander was every bit Enerson's opposite in appearance as well as
tenperanment. He was a massive man, tall, thick-necked, and barrel-chested, with a huge, hairless
head, and heavy jow s that conceal ed what had once been strong, angul ar features, Prussian
features, perhaps. His standard uniform consisted of white britches, black |eather boots, and a
brown | ongcoat fringed at the shoul ders. But central to this ensenble was an enornous brass belt
buckl e, which seened to synbolize the nan's foursquare materialistic solidity.

Enerson, on the other hand, had a handsone face with a strong jaw, thick eyebrows, |ong
and well drawn like gulls' w ngs, and dark, sensitive eyes, nore close-set than they should have
been, sonewhat di m nishing an otherwise intelligent aspect.

Leonard comenced pacing the room his arns fol ded across his chest, while Emerson
remai ned seated at his desk. Behind himwas a wallscreen covered with schematic di splays of troop
depl oynent.

"Per haps Rudol ph's plan," Leonard nused.

"I strongly oppose it, Comman-"

“"You're too cautious, Emerson," Leonard interrupted. "Too cautious for your own good."

"W had no choi ce, Conmander. Qur | osses-"
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"Don't talk to me of losses, nman! We can't let these aliens run roughshod over us! |
propose we adopt Rudol ph's strategy. A surgical strike is our only recourse.”

Emer son t hought about objecting, but Leonard had swung around and slamed his hands fl at
on the table, silencing himal nost before he began.

"I will not tolerate any delays!" the commander warned him bulldog jows shaking. "If
Rudol ph' s plan doesn't nmeet with your approval, then cone up with a better one!"

Emerson stifled a retort and averted his eyes. For an instant, the conmander's shaved head
i nches fromhis own, he understood why Leonard was known to sonme as Little Dol za.

"Certainly, Commander," he said obediently. "I understand." What Emerson understood was
that Chairman Moran and the rest of the UEG council were beginning to question Leonard's fitness
to comand, and Leonard was feeling the screws turn

Leonard's cold gaze renained in place. "Good," he said, certain he had nade hinself clear
"Because | want an end to all this madness and |'m hol di ng you responsible...After all," he added,
turni ng and wal ki ng away, "you're supposed to be the nmiracle man."

The 15th had a clear view of the jagged ridgeline and downed fortress fromtheir twelfth-
story quarters in the barracks conmpound. Between the conmpound and twi n peaks that dom nated the
view, the land was lifeless and incurably rugged, cratered fromthe countless Zentraedi death
bolts rained upon it al nost twenty years before

The barracks' ready-room was posh by any current standards: spacious, well-lit, equipped
with features nore befitting a recreation room including video ganes and a bar. Mst of the squad
was done in, already in the sack or on their way, save for Dana Sterling, too wired for sleep
Angel o Dante, who had little use for it on any occasion, and Sean Phillips, who was nore than
accustoned to | ong hours.

The sergeant couldn't tear hinself away fromthe view and seermed itching to get back into
battle.

"We should still be out there fighting-am|l right or am| right?" Angel o pronounced,
directing his words to Sean only because he was seated nearby. "W'l|l be fighting this war when
our pensions cone due unless we defeat those nonsters with one big shot; the whistle blows and
everybody goes."

At twenty-six, the sergeant was the ol dest nmenber of the 15th, also the tallest, |oudest,
and deadliest-as sergeants are wont to be. He had nmet his match for inpulsiveness in Dana, and
reckl essness in Sean, but the final results had yet to be tallied.

Sean, chin resting on his hand, had his back turned to the windows and to Angie. Long-
hai red woul d- be Casanova of the 15th and of nearly every other outfit in the barracks conpound, he
fanci ed conquests of a softer sort. But at the nonent he was too exhausted for canpaigns of any
cl ass.

"The brass'|| figure out what to do, Angie,” he told the sergeant tiredly, still regarding
hinself as a |ieutenant no natter what the brass thought of him "Haven't you heard? They know
everything. Personally, I'mtired."

Angel o stopped pacing, |ooking around to make sure Bowi e wasn't there. "By the way, what's
wi th Bow e?"

This seenmed to bring Sean around sonme, but Angelo declined to follow his coment up with
an expl anati on.

"Why? He got a problen? You should have said sonething during the debriefing."

The sergeant put his hands on his hips. "He's been screwing up. That's not a problemin
conmbat; it's a najor nmal function."

Some woul d have expected the presence of the fortress to have cast a pall over the city,
but that was not the case. In fact, in scarcely a week's tinme the often silent ship (except when
stirred up by the arm es of the Southern Cross) had becone an accepted feature of the |andscape,
and sonet hing of an object of fascination. Had the area of the crash site not been cordoned off,
it's likely that half of Mnunment woul d have streamed up into the hills in hopes of catching a
glinpse of the thing. As it was, business went on as usual. But historians and comentators were
quick to offer explanations, pointing to the behavior of the popul ace of besieged cities of the
past, Beirut of the last century, and countless others during the dobal Cvil War at the
century's end.

Even Dana Sterling, and Nova Satori, the cool but alluring lieutenant with the d oba
Mlitary Police, were not imune to the fortress's om nous enchantnent. Even though they had both
seen the deadlier side of its nature reveal ed.

Just now they shared a table in one of Monunent's nost popul ar cafes-a checkerboard-
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patterned tile floor, round tables of oak, and chairs of wought iron-with a view of the fortress
that surpassed the barracks' overl ook

Theirs had been less than a trouble-free relationship, but Dana had made a deal with
herself to try to patch things up. Nova was agreeable and had an hour or so she coul d spare.

They were in their uniforms, their techno-hairbands in place, and as such the two wonen
| ooked like a pair of military bookends: Dana, short and lithe, with a gl obe of swirling blond
hair; and taller Nova, with her polished face and thick fall of black hair.

But they were hardly of a mind about things.

"I have lots of dreans,"” Dana was saying, "the waking kind and the sl eeping kind.
Sonetinmes | dream about neeting a man and flying to the edge of the universe with him"

She caught herself abruptly. How in the world had she gotten onto this subject? She had
started of f by apol ogi zi ng, explaining the pressures she had been under. Then sonehow she had
consi dered confiding to Nova about the disturbing i mages and trances concerning the red Bioroid
pilot, the one called Zor, not certain whether the MP |ieutenant would feel duty-bound to report
the matter.

Maybe it had sonething to do with | ooking at the fortress and knowi ng the red Bioroid was
out there sonewhere? And then all of a sudden she was babbling about her chil dhood fantasies and
Nova was studying her with a get-the-strait-jacket | ook

"Don't you think it's tine you grew up?" said Nova. "Took life a little nore seriously?"

Dana turned to her, the spell broken. "Listen, I"'mas attentive to duty as the next
person! | didn't get ny commission just because of who ny parents are, so don't patronize ne-huh?"

She junped to her feet. A big MP had just conme in with Bow e, |ooking hangdog, traipsing
behi nd. The MP sal uted Nova and expl ai ned.

"We caught himin an off-linits joint, ma'am He has a valid pass, but what shall we do
wi th hin®"

"Not a word, Dana!" Nova cautioned. Then she asked the MP, "Wich off-limts place?"

"A bar over in the Gauntlet, ma'am?"

"Wait a mnute,"” said Bowi e, hoping to save his neck. "It wasn't a bar, ma'am it was a
jazz club!" He | ooked back and forth between Nova and Dana, searching for the |line of |east
resistance, realizing all the while that it was a fine |line between bar and cl ub. But being busted
for drinking was going to cost himnore points than straying into a restricted area. Maybe if he
di spl ayed the guilt they obviously expected himto feel..

"Where they have been known to roll soldiers who wake up bleeding in sone alley!"” Nova
snapped. "If the arny didn't need every ATAC right now, I'd let you think that over for a week in
the | ockup!"

Nova was forcing the harsh tone in her voice. Wat she actually felt was closer to
anusenment than anger. Any mnute now Dana would try to intervene on Grant's behal f; and Grant was
bound to foul up again, which would then reflect on Dana. Nova snmiled inside: it felt so good to
have t he upper hand.

Bowi e was stamrering an expl anati on and apol ogy, far fromheartfelt, but somehow
convi nci ng. Nova, however, put a quick end to it and continued to read himthe riot act.

"And furthernmore, | fully appreciate the pressure you' ve all been under, but we can't
afford to nake all owances for special cases. Do you understand nme, Private?!"

The inplication was clear enough: Bowi e was being warned that his relationship with
General Emerson woul dn't be taken into account.

Dana was gazing coldly at Bowi e, nodding along with the lieutenant's lecture, but at the
sanme tine she was nanaging to slip Bowie a knowing wink, as if to say: Just agree with her

Bowi e caught on at last. "I pronmise not to do it again, sir!"
Meanwhil e Nova had turned to Dana. "If Lieutenant Sterling is willing to take
responsibility for you and keep you out of trouble, I'lIl let this incident go. But next time |

won't be so lenient."

Dana consented, her tone suggesting rough things ahead for Bowie Grant, and Nova di sni ssed
her agent.

"Shall we finish our coffee?" Nova asked | eadingly.

Dana thought carefully before responding. Nova was up to no good, but Dana suddenly saw a
way to turn the incident to her own advantage. And Bowie's as well.

"I think it would be better if | started proving nyself to you by taking care of ny new
responsibility,” she said stiffly.

"Yes, you do that," Nova draw ed, sounding |ike the Wcked Wtch of the West.

Later, wal king back to the barracks, Dana had some serious words with her charge.
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"Nova's not playing around. Next tine she'll probably feed you to the piranhas. Bow e,
what's wong? First you louse up in conbat, then you, go |looking for trouble in town. And where'd
you steal a valid pass, by the way?"

He shrugged, head hung. "I keep spares. Sorry, | didn't nean to cause any friction between
you and Nova. You're a good friend, Dana."

Dana smiled down at him "Ckay...But there's one thing you can do for ne...

Bowi e was waiting for her to finish, when Dana's open hand cane around w t hout warning and
sl apped himforcefully on the back-alnost throwing himoff his feet-and with it Dana's hearty:
"Cheer up! Everything' s going to be fine!"

CHAPTER TWD

| wi sh sonmeone would call tinme out,

They're wel come to di sarm ne,

W are the very nodel of

A nodern techno arnmny.

Bowie Gant, "Wth Apologies to Glbert and Sullivan"

Thirteen, Rolf Emerson said to hinmself when he had conpleted his count of the staff officers
grouped around the briefing rooms tables. The tables would have fornmed a triangle of sorts, save
for the fact that Conmander Leonard's desk (at what woul d have been the triangle' s apex) was
curved. This was also a bad sign. Odinarily, Emerson was not a superstitious man, but recent
devel opnents in world events had begun to work a kind of atavismon him And if Human

consci ousness was going to conmence a backward slide, who was he to march against it?

"This neeting has been called to discuss strategi c approaches we m ght enpl oy agai nst the
eneny," the supreme conmander announced when the |ast nenber of his staff had seated hinmself. "W
must act quickly and decisively, gentlenmen; so | expect you to keep your remarks brief and to the
point." Leonard got to his feet, both hands flat on the table. H's angry eyes found Rolf Emerson
"CGeneral...go ahead."

Enerson rose, hoping his plan would fly; it seened the only rational option, but that
didn't guarantee anything, with Chairman Moran hol ding Leonard's feet to the fire, and Leonard
passi ng the courtesy along down the chain of command. Brief and to the point, he rem nded hinself.

"I propose we reconmence an attack on the fortress...but only as a diversionary tactic.
That ship remains an unknown quantity, and | think it's inperative we get a small scouting unit
inside for a fast recon.”

This set off a ot of talk about denolition teanms, battlefield nukes, and the |ike.

Rol f raised his voice. "Gentlenen, the goal is not to destroy the fortress. W have to
ascertain sone neasure of understanding of the aliens' purpose. Need | rem nd you that this ship
is but one of many?"

Leonard quieted the table. Twice, Enerson had said alien as opposed to eneny, but he
decided to address that sone other tine. R ght now, the major general's plan sounded good. A bit
risky, but logical, and he stated as nuch.

To everyone's surprise, Colonel Rudol ph concurred. "After all, what do we know about the
enenmy?" he pointed out.

Leonard asked Rolf to address this.

"W have tentative evidence that they' re Human or nearly Human in biogenetic terns,"”

Enmer son conceded. "But that might only apply to their warrior class. W do know that the
Robot echnol ogy we've seen themuse is nuch nore advanced than ours, and we have no idea what el se
they' re capable of."

"Al'l the nore reason to recon that ship," Rudol ph said after a nonent.

There was general agreenent, but Col onel Rochelle thought to ask whether a teamreally
could penetrate the fortress, given the aliens' superior firepower and defenses.

"If it's the right team"” Rolf answered him

"And the Fifteenth is the one for the job," Conmander Leonard said decisively.

Enerson contradicted warily: it was true that the 15th had had sonme renarkabl e successes
lately, but it was still a relatively untested outfit, and there were some anong the team who
certainly weren't qualified for the job..

But Leonard cut himoff before he had a chance to nane nanmes, which was just as well.

"CGeneral Emerson, you know the Fifteenth is the best teamfor this job."

There was general agreenent again, while Enerson hid his consternation. Dana and Bow e had
entered the mlitary because that was where they were needed, and a stint in the service was
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expected of all abl e-bodi ed young peopl e. Enerson had encouraged Bowi e to enter the acadeny,
because Dana had al ready deci ded to and because Enerson was well aware that that was what Bow e's
parents woul d have want ed.

It was just bad luck that a war had cone along. Perhaps it woul d have been better for
Enerson to renege on his pronises to the Gants, to have let the kid go off and study nusic, play
piano in nightspots...mybe that way Bowi e m ght have been the |ast piano player cremated by an
al i en deathray, or might have survived while the rest of the Human race hurled itself onto the
pyre of battle to stop the invaders.

But Enmerson didn't think Bowi e woul d see things that way. Bowi e had seen the invaders at
far closer range than Enerson, and Enerson had heard and seen enough to know that Earth was in a
Wi n-or-die war.

Still, the idea of putting the 15th out on the tip of the | ance yet again went against
Emerson's sense of justice and of military wisdom this was a conmando job, not a tank mission

Conmander Leonard was well aware of Emerson's relationship to Bowie Gant; but prom ses or
no prom ses, Bowie was a soldier, end of story. Leonard wasn't spelling all this out for everyone
in the room but Rolf had picked up the commander's sublim nal nessage.

Rudol ph and Rochell e al so understood Rol f's predicament, but they, too, were resolute in
their decision: it had to be the 15th.

"l suggest we prepare an options list,'
m xes for the forces involved. "

Leonard seened to consider that. He addressed Col onel Rudol ph: "Get together with the
ATACs' CO and hanmer out one scenario using the Fifteenth.” He ordered Rolf to get the G3 shop to
begi n assenbling alternatives.

Enmer son acknow edged the order, relieved. But as the neeting broke up, Leonard pulled
Rudol ph aside, waiting until Enerson was gone.

"Colonel, I"'mdirecting you to present this mission to the Fifteenth ATAC and Li eut enant
Sterling as an order, not a proposal. W can't waste tinme dawdling.”" And | can't waste tine
arguing with ny subordinates, nor can | risk Emerson's resigning just now M neck's on the bl ock

Rudol ph snapped to smartly. "Sir!"

The comander continued in a confidential tone. "W nust put aside Rolf's personal matters
and get on with the war."

Emerson told the staff, "a variety of plans and

"What d'ya think-that 1'd volunteer us for this mssion?" Dana said to her squad after the
orders had conme down from Headquarters. "Sonebody has to recon that fortress-"

"And we're that sonebody," Sean finished for her. "HQ wants to know who it's fighting."

"They' Il be fighting nme if this keeps up," Sergeant Dante threatened, clenching his big
hands and adopti ng a boxer's stance.

The primaries of the 15th were grouped in their barracks ready-room trying to find
soneone to blanme for HQ s directive. Dana had already had it out with Col onel Rudol ph, citing all
the action the team had seen lately, their need for R& R the sorry state of their ordnance and
Hovertanks. But it all fell on deaf ears: when the supreme conmander said junp, you junped. Wth
or without a chute.

"Hey, Sarge, | thought you wanted to keep fighting," Sean remni nded him

Dante glared at him "I just don't like being used like a pawn in Leonard's gane of " nane
the alien.' W've gotta go out there and risk our lives to save their reputations."”

"How literary of you, Angelo," Dana said sharply. "What the heck does reputation have to
do with any of this?" She gestured out the window in the direction of the downed fortress. "That
ship is at least a potential threat. What are we supposed to do-turn it into an anmusenent park
ride?"

"How are we even going to get in?" Louie Nichols thought to ask.

The teamturned to regard the whiz kid of the Southern Cross, waiting for himto suggest
sonmething. Wth his gaunt, angular face, top-heavy thatch of deep brown hair, and everpresent
wr apar ound opaque goggl es, Louie came closer to resenbling an alien than Dana herself. Sone
menbers of Professor Cochran's group actually believed that Louie had patterned hinself after the
i nfamobus Exedore, the Zentraedi M nister of Affairs during the Robotech War.

"It's difficult enough anal yzing their technol ogy. But getting inside their ship...How are
we supposed to pull that off?"

Angel o | ooked at Louie in disbelief. "Get in? How are we gonna get out, Louie, how are we
gonna get out?! | don't think you realize there's a chance we may not return fromthis m ssion
alive."

Sean made a wy face. "Pity...she's gonna nmiss nme when |'m gone."
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At the sane tine, Louie exclainmed, "Gone?!'" Bow e asked, "Isn't that a song?" and Dana
said, "Knock it off."

Sean acknow edged the rebuke with a berused snile. "You're right,” he told Dana. "This
m ssion is nore inportant than my mss. Wat's it matter, right? W're tough.”

"That's the right stuff," Dana enthused. "And there's no other way to pull this mssion
off but to, well, to just do it!"

The sergeant was noddi ng i n agreenent now, wondering where his earlier comments had come
from If Dana the hal fbreed could get behind it, he could, too.

"All right,"” he said rallying to the cause. "W'I|l nake themrue the day they touched down
on this planet."

The 15th had a little over twelve hours to kill, and sleep was out of the question. Dana
had her doubts about giving anybody permission to | eave the barracks, but realized that keeping
them cooped up would only give themtine to ferment and perhaps expl ode. She issued "cinderella"
passes-good until mdnight-along with dire threats about what Nova's MPs woul d do to anybody who
screwed up in town or came back | ate.

Sean left to visit a good friend who found prebattle good-byes aphrodisiac. Louie Nichols
sat down to tinker with his helnmet video transmitters. Angie nursed drinks and cigars in the dark
privacy of his own quarters. And Bowie Grant insisted on treating Dana to the finest beers to be
had i n Monunent City.

Twenty nminutes |ater, Dana and Bowie were lifting frosted, conelike pilsner glasses of
pal e, foamy beer and clinking themtogether in a toast to better tines.

Bowi e contorted his face for a clownish look. "I figured it was the least | could do after
what you did for ne yesterday."

As Dana | owered her glass her hand brushed sonething that he had slid over to her

"What's this?" It was a gorgeous little blossomof delicate red, hot pink, and coral, and
tones in between. "A flower?"

"“An orchid, Dana. For good |uck."

She pinned it cerenonially onto her torso harness, near her heart. "You' re sweet, Bowi e.
And maybe too sensitive for this Iline of work. What d'ya think?"

Bowi e drew a deep breath. "Well, | prefer nmusic to space warfare, if that's what you nean
You know this wasn't ny idea."

Dana | ooked hard at her handsone friend, thinking back through years of peaceful and
pl ayful nmenories, back to when their parents were still on-world-when her nenory of themwas stil
alive..

She debated for a nmonent, then it occurred to her-as it did nore strongly with each action
she fought in-that for her, Bowi e, the 15th, the Human race, tonorrow m ght be the last, for any
or all of them

Bowi e had been nmaking nistakes lately in a very uncharacteristic way. Dana was no shrink
and she couldn't take away all Bowie's resentnent of the mlitary; but the way she sawit, it
woul d be good for all concerned if he let off alittle steamon sone piano keys.

"So go find some piano in an on-limts place and play for the people,"” Dana said-
suddenly. "And quit gaping at nme like that!"

Bowi e's eyebrows beetled. "Don't put nme on about this, Da-"

“I"'mnot putting you on. Just renenber: | gave Nova ny word; |'mresponsible for you
Don't nmess up or we both take a fall. And sign back in at the barracks before mdnight, read nme?"

"Roger that," Bow e said, and was gone.

Feeling a good two kilos heavier after knocking back several nore gl asses, Dana (Bow e's
gift orchid boutonniered to her uniform returned to the barracks conpound, |eft her Hovercycle in
the mecha pool, and elevatored to the 15th's quarters. She | ooked in on Louie, but decided not to
take himfrom his gadgeteering, and nade for the ready-room where she found Angel o nursing a
drink in the dark, silently regarding the distant fortress, a black shape all but indiscernible
fromthe ridgeline' s nunerous stone outcroppi ngs and buttresses.

The sergeant sat with his arns fol ded, |egs crossed, a sullen but contenplative |ook on
his face. He was unaware of Dana's presence until she announced hersel f, asking to speak to him
for a noment.

"About tonmorrow s reconnai ssance nmission," they said sinultaneously. But only Angelo
chuckl ed.

Dana had serious issues on her mnd now, the success of the m ssion, the safety of her
team Wth a bit of luck Bowie would land hinself in the brig and she would be able to scratch him
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fromher worry list. Sean and Loui e presented no problens, and either of them could handle the
squad's grunts; but that |left Angel o Dante.

"I know this doesn't have to be said but once,” Dana went on. "But...|l know | can depend
on you, Angie. Just wanted you to know. "

"Sanme here, Lieutenant. Don't worry; we're gonna kick sone alien butt."

It was typical of Angelo to put it this way: at the same tine he was deferring to her and
questioning her conmand abilities. Alien was directed at her; the sergeant's unmasked attack on
her m xed ancestry. But she had lived with the "hal fbreed" stignma for so long that it hardly fazed
her anynore. Who on Earth hadn't |ost sonmeone to the Zentraedi wars? And with all of her nother's
peopl e aboard the SDF-3 or the Robotech Factory Satellite now, she was in effect the unofficia
scapegoat for the unspeakable crines of the past. If only Max and Mriya had foreseen this; she
woul d have preferred death to the purgatory of the present.

“I"'maware of my responsibilities," she told Angelo. "But | just wanted to say that this
mssion will fail even before it gets under way unless you and | can begin to trust each other."

She took the small orchid fromher |apel, reached across Angelo, and dropped it in his
Scotch and soda

"Hey- "

"Tropical ice," she smled down at him "A little good luck charmfor you, Angie-a peace
offering. Do you like it?"

"I guess..." the sergeant started to reply, sitting up in his chair. But just then someone
threw on the overhead lights. Startled by the intrusion, he and Dana swung around at the sane
monment to find Nova Satori and Bowi e centered in the w de doorway.

"I put you in charge of Bowie and this is what happens?" Nova said, as the entry doors
slid shut.

Dana net them hal fway, sizing up the situation quickly and rehearsing her Iines. She had
certainly anticipated the arrival of these two, but not Bow e's dishevel ed appearance. Hi s uniform
was soil ed and one of his cheeks | ooked brui sed.

"Are you all right?" she asked him "Wat's goi ng on here?"

Bowi e wore a distressed | ook, nore genuine than yesterday's.

"I guess | did it again," he answered contritely.

"l ought to throw you both in jail," Nova scolded Dana. "He was in a barroombraw ." The
Iieutenant | ooked |ike her nanesake, ready to incinerate whatever was in close proximty.

This tinme Nova herself had caught himred-handed, following himfromthe café and waiting
until just the right nonent to walk in on him And now she had Dana just where she wanted her: of
course Nova woul d agree to release Bowi e to her custody once again, but this tine there would be a
price to pay-a first look at the results of tonorrow s recon operation for starters. Wth rivalry
i ncreasing daily between Leonard's arny intelligence and the Gobal Mlitary Police, it was the
only way Nova could count on getting the real dope.

Dana | ooked cross. "Wat was the fight about?"

"Ah, sone | oudnmouth said no piano player is man enough to serve in the Hovertanks," Bow e
adm tted.

"That's a lot of rot!" Dana returned, back on Bowie's side all at once. "I wonder if |I'm
man enough?! | hope you taught hima lesson. |'m proud of you."

Nova expected as nuch, but played her part by grow ng angry.

"Go ahead, praise him Lieutenant Sterling. You're digging his grave deeper."”

"A sol dier stands for sonmething,” Dana answered defensively. "Wat if sonmebody said no
wonan i s good enough to be an MP-"

Nova wore a wy |ook. "Stuff the defense plea, Dana. Battles don't get won in barroons,
and nerit doesn't get proven there either! Wat Bowi e earned hinself is a cell."

Unl ess we can cut a deal...Nova was saying to herself when Dana surprised her

"Al'l right then, take him away."

Both Bowi e and Nova stared at her. The lieutenant's neticul ously plucked eyebrows al npost
went up soneplace into her hairline.

"Run himover to the guardhouse," Dana said evenly.

"B-but, Lieutenant, you can't be serious," Bowi e burst out. Dana's verbal slap hurt nore
than that punch to the face. Even Angel o was stepping forward, comng to his aid, but Dana was
unnoved.

"I have enough to handl e without having to worry about an eight ball,"’
not to think about the orchid in the drink glass, so nearby.

Nova was wat chi ng these exchanges with her nmouth open. She gul ped and found her voice,
hopi ng she coul d sal vage sonething fromthis. "Dana, you'd better not be kidding-"

Dana said, trying
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Dana shook her head. "I1've failed sonmewhere along the line...It's your turn to take care
of himnow. " She caught the hurt |ook that surfaced in Bowie's eyes and turned away from him
determined to finish this scene no matter what.

"I've got to be on that nission tonorrow,"” Bowie was pleading with her. "You said | was
right to defend our honor, now you're taking away ny chance-"

She whirled on himsuddenly. "I've heard it all before, Gant! You should have thought of
that before you went off to that bar!"

Bowi e' s eyes went wide. "But Dana...Lieutenant...you-"

"Enough! " Dana cut himoff. "Private Grant, ten-hut! You will acconpany Lieutenant Satori
to the stockade."

Nova's puzzl enent increased. Wiere had this one gone wong? "You don't want to
reconsi der...?"

"My mind is nade up."

Nova nmade a gesture of exasperation, then smiled in self-anusement and | ed Bowi e away.

"What made you do that?" the sergeant asked Dana after they left. Having recently caught a
glinpse of Bowie's sloppiness in the field, he wasn't opposed to Dana's decisi on but wondered,
neverthel ess, what had notivated this sudden attack

"Because |'m CO here," Dana said evenly.

CHAPTER THREE

Thrilled at having received, word of the 15th's mission to recon the alien ship-it never even
occurred to ne that she might not return!-I was suddenly faced with a new obstacle: Bowi e G ant
was in the custody of the GW. Dana's reactions to the fortress were of paranount inportance, but
I was equally interested in establishing the depth of her involvenment with the young Grant. |
asked nyself. Wuld proximity to the Masters reawaken her Zentraedi nature to the point where she
woul d abandon her loyalties to both teamates and | oved ones? It was therefore essential that
Grant acconpany the 15th, and up to me to see to it that Rolf Enerson learned of Grant's

i mpri sonnent.

Dr. Lazlo Zand, Event Horizon: Perspectives on Dana Sterling and the Second Robot ech War

The penetration operation got under way early the next norning. Coordinated air strikes would
provi de the necessary diversion, and, with a bit of luck, the breach the 15th was going to require
in order to infiltrate its dozen Hovertanks. Tech crews had worked all night |ong, going over the
conpl ex nmecha systens and installing renote caneras.

General Emerson was nmonitoring the proceedings fromthe situation room Staff officers and
enlisted-ratings were buzzing in and out supplying himw th updates and recon data. There were
never |less than six voices talking at the same tinme; but Emerson hinself had little to say. He had
his el bows on the table, fingers steepled, eyes fixed on the video transmi ssions relayed in by
various spotter planes over the target zone. Only nonments ago a conbi ned team of Adventurer VTs
and Fal con fighters had nmanaged to awaken the apparently slunbering giant, and an intense
firefight was in progress on the high ground surrounding the alien fortress. Arnor-piercing rounds
had thus far proved ineffective against the ship's layered hull, in spite of the fact that the
XT's energy shield had yet to be deployed. But Enerson had just received word that the air corps
was bringing in a Q-3000 E Ghost-an unnmanned tripl e-cannon drone capabl e of delivering Reflex
firepower of the sort that had proved effective in earlier airborne confrontations.

The wal | screen i mage of the besieged fortress derezzed nonentarily, only to be replaced by
a bird s-eye view of the 15th's di anond-fornati on advance. Enmerson felt his pul se race as he
wat ched the dozen nmecha close on the heavily fortified perinmeter. It was ironic that his attenpts
to deescalate the fledgling war had resulted in the 15th's assignnment to this nission to hell; but
in sone ways he realized the perverted rightness of it: Enerson literally had to put what anounted
to his family on the line in order to convince the suprene conmander to listen to him And Dana
and Bowi e were just that-famly.

So often he would try to run his thoughts back in tine, searching for the patterns that
had led all of themto this juncture. Had there been signs along the way, omens he had m ssed,
prenoni tions he had ignored? Wen the Sterlings and Grants had opted to | eave aboard the SDF-3 as
menbers of the Hunters' crew did it occur to themthat they m ght not return fromthat corner of
space rul ed by the Robotech Masters, or that the Masters nmight cone here instead? Emerson
remenbered the optimsmthat characterized those days, sone fifteen years ago, when the new y-
built ship had been launched, Rick and Lisa in command. Rolf and his w fe had taken both Dana and
infant Bowie: After all, they had so often watched over the kids while the Grants spent tine on
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the Factory Satellite, and the Sterlings conbed the jungles of the Zentraedi Control Zone-what
used to be called Amazoni a-for Malcontents; it seemed a perfect solution then that the kids should
remain here while their parents enbarked on the Expeditionary M ssion that was neant to return
peace to the gal axy...

That Enerson had chosen to enroll both of themin the nmilitary had resulted in a divorce
fromhis wife. Laura never understood his reasons; childless herself, Dana and Bow e had becone
her children, and what nother-what parent!-would choose to wi sh war on her offspring? But Rolf was
nmerely honoring the prom ses he had made to Vince and Jean, Max and Mriya. Perhaps each of them
did have a sense of what the future held, and perhaps they reasoned that the kids would have a
better chance on Earth than they would, lost in space? Certainly they recogni zed why Rol f had
decided to remain behind, just as surely as Suprenme Conmander Leonard recognized it...

Enmerson pressed his hands to his face, fingers nassaging tired eyes. Wen he | ooked up
again, Lieutenant MIton, an energetic young ai de, was standing over his right shoulder. MIton
sal uted and bent close by his shoulder to report that Bowie was in the guardhouse. It seened that
the GW had caught himinvolved in a barroom braw .

Rol f nodded absently, watching the displays, and thinking of a little boy who had cried so
i nconsol ably when his parents | eft himbehind. He wondered whet her Bowi e had purposely provoked a
fight in order to absent hinself fromthe mission. He had to be nmade to understand that rules were
meant to be followed. The 15th had been chosen and as a nenber of that teamhe owed it to the
others. O course, it was equally plausible that Dana was behind this; she didn't seemto
conprehend that her overprotectiveness wasn't doing Bowi e any good, either

"Tell Lieutenant Satori that General Emerson would consider it a personal favor if she
could find a way to release Private Grant," Rolf told his aide in |owtones. "Ask her for ne to
see to it that Bowie rejoins his unit as soon as possible."

The lieutenant saluted and left in a rush as Enerson returned his attention to the
wal | screen's bird' s-eye view of the 15th's advance, realizing all at once that Bow e's readdition
to the team woul d raise their nunber to thirteen

The terrain between Mnunment City and the fortress was as rugged as it cane. Wiat was
formerly a series of wooded slopes rising froma narrow river valley had been transfornmed by
Dol za's anni hilation bolts into a tortuous | andscape of eroded crags and precipitous outcroppings,
denuded, waterless, and conpletely unnatural. Stretches of ancient highways coul d be seen here and
there beneath deposits of pulverized granite, or vol cani c earthworKks.

Bef ore dawn the 15th was in position just below the fortress's crash site, ringed as it
was on three sides by pseudobuttes and tors. Dana had brought the colunmm to a halt, awaiting the
arrival of the CGhost drone. Quiet reigned on all fronts.

Cocooned in the nmecha's cockpit, her body sheathed fromhead to foot in armor, she sensed
a strange assenbl age of feelings vying for her attention. By rights her mnd shoul d have been
enptied, rendered fully accessible to the necha's reconfiguration demands; but with things at a
tenporary inpasse, she gave inner voice to sone of these thoughts.

She knew, for exanple, that the thrill she felt was attributable to her Zentraed
ancestry; the fear, her Human one. But this was hardly a clear-cut case of anbival ence or
di chotony; rather she experienced an odd conmingling of the two, where each contained a nmeasure of
its opposite. Her heart told her that inside the fortress she woul d encounter her own reflection:
the racial past she had been told about but never experienced. How had her nother felt when going
into conbat agai nst her own brothers and sisters? Dana asked herself. O when hunting down the
gi ant Mal contents who roaned the wastel ands? No different, she supposed, than when a Hunan went to
war agai nst his or her own kind. But would it ever end? Even her fun-1loving uncles-Rico, Konda,
and Bron-were resigned to warfare in the end, telling her before they died that peace, when it
came, would nerely be an interlude in the War Wthout End..

Besi de her now, a Hovertank unexpectedly joined the 15th's front ranks, raising a cloud of
yellow dust as it slid to a halt in the pebbly earth. Dana thought the Battloid' s head through a
left turn and al nost junped free of her seat straps when she recogni zed the nmecha as Bowi e's Di ddy-
Wa- Di ddy.

"What in world are you doing here, Private?" she barked over the tac net.

"You tell ne. Sonebody sprang ne."

"CGood ole Uncle Rolf." She let the bitterness be heard in her tone. Emerson had undern ned
her command.

"That's the way | figured it," Bow e |aughed. Then the | aughter was gone. "And Private
Gant is completely at your service. |'ve learned ny | esson, Dana."

Rol f! Dana t hought.
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Infuriated, she began to hatch sinister plots against him but the scenarios all played
t hensel ves out rather quickly. Rolf was thinking of Bowie's self-imge, as always, and she
couldn't help but understand. It was just that self-inage wouldn't count for much if you didn't
live to cash inonit. O would it?...Senseless to debate it now, she told herself as the cockpit
displays lit up

"Then fall in, trooper!" she told Bow e.

"No nore a' this eight-ball crap," Dana heard Angel o second over the net.

"l copy, Sarge," Bow e said.

Dana called in air strikes as the 15th got noving again, straight for the col ossal alloy
ranpart that was the flagship's hull

Scoop-nosed Tac Air fighters, Adventurers and Fal cons, cane down in prearranged sorties,
dunpi ng tons of smart and not-so-snmart ordnance, strafing, braving the fire of the glassy inverted-
teardrop fortress cannon. \Warheads expl oded violently against the ship's hull, sumoning in return
t hunderi ng voll eys of pul se-cannon fire and an out pouring of Bioroids, some on foot, but nmany nore
at op ordnance-equi pped hovercraft. G ound teans peppered the existing alien troops with
chaingunfire, and the tac net erupted in a cacophony of commands, requests, praise, and bl ood-
curdling screans.

Wil e the two sides exchanged death, the Ghost drone dropped in on its release run. A
nontransformabl e hybrid of the Falcon and the Veritech, the Ghost was developed in the early
stages of Robotechnol ogy as an adjunct to the transorbital weapons systemutilized by the Arnor
series orbital platfornms. It had undergone several nodifications since, and the one in present use
was closer to a smart bonb than a drone aircraft. Professor M|l es Cochran's team had plotted an
i mpact point toward the bow of the fortress, in the vertical portion of hull sonewhat bel ow the
pyram dal structure known to sonme as Louie's "Robotech Teat."

ATAC Battloids took up firing positions and concentrated their total power on the
predesi gnated section of the hull in an attenpt to soften it up. Main batteries and rifl e/ cannon
and the multiple barrels of the secondaries, everything in the 15th cut |oose, ainmed at the one
small section of offworld alloy. The air shimrered and cooked away; heat waves rose all around,
and power levels in the ATACs dropped rapidly. Dana sweated and hoped that no assault ship or
Bi oroid came at them now, when the 15th's mecha nust hold their positions until the breach had
been made.

Sterling kept the 15th well back fromthe strike zone as the Ghost zeroed in. The craft
fell short of its projected goal, but the ensuing explosion proved powerful enough to open a fiery
hol e | arge enough to acconmopdate a Hovertank, and no one could ask for nore than that.

The ATACs | owered their weapons in a kind of shocked surprise.

"When we get back, 1'll buy the beers!" Bow e said, breaking the silence.

Dana returned an invisible snile and thanked him pronising to hold himto his word. "All
right, Fifteenth," she conmanded over the tac net, "you know the drill!"

Protoculture worked its magic as Battl oi ds mechanor phosed to Hovertank node, reconfiguring
like sonme exotic, knightly origam . Thrusters whined as the tanks floated into formation, formng
up on Dana for the recon, and riding separate blasting carpets toward the jagged opening and the
dar k unknown.

Behi nd the visor of her Valkyrie's helnet, Dana Sterling s eyes narrowed. "Now we take the
war to them" she said.

The Bioroids didn't exactly escort the 15th in, nor welcone themw th open arns once they
arrived. Dana raised the canopy of her nmecha and gestured the team forward, ordering them over the
net to maintain formation. She led themon a beeline to the breach, disc gun and cannon fire
pavi ng an expl osive road for the Hovertanks, which continued to | oose pul sed bursts in return.

M racul ously, though, no one was hit and shortly the 15th found itself inside one of the
fortress's cavernous chanbers

It was Professor Cochran's suggestion-based on a rather sketchy analysis of the fortress's
infrastructure (which had led himto believe that much of the starboard holds were given over to
def ense and astrogation)-that the teamswing itself toward the port side of the ship if possible
This quickly proved to be not only viable but necessary because the starboard section was found
partitioned off by a nmassive bul khead it woul d have taken another Ghost to breach. Consequently,
the ATACs barely cut their speed as they advanced.

Three Bioroids suddenly appeared, dropping fromoverhead circular portals that sinply
weren't there a nonent before-"They nmay as well have dropped in from another di nension," Louie
Ni chol s woul d say | ater.

As anni hil ation discs flew past Dana's head, she trained the Vlialkyrie's nmuzzle on the
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first of these and took it out with a faceplate shot; the alien seened to absorb the cranial round
silently, slunping down and shorting out as Dana sped past it. The other two were | aying down a
steady streamof crippling fire nost of the team nanaged to avoid. But Dana then heard a terror-
filled scream pierce the net and saw one of the 15th's tanks screeching along the vast corridor on
its hind end. Dante was trying to raise Private Sinon when the necha barreled into one of the

Bi oroi ds and expl oded. Dana and Loui e poured plasma against the remaining one, literally blow ng
it limb fromlinb.

"Status report!" the |ieutenant demanded when they brought the tanks to a halt.

The corridor, a good fifteen-neters wide, was filled with thick snoke and littered with
mecha debris. The severed arm of a Bioroid lay twitching on the floor, |leaking a sickly green
fluid and a wornm s nest of wires. Dana wondered what sort of reception HQ was receiving and tried
wi t hout success to raise themon the radi o. Display sensors gave no indication that the video
units were incapacitated, so she swiveled the camera through a 360 for Enerson's benefit. Louie,
meanwhi | e, | aunched a sel fdepl oyed nonitoring unit.

It was Sinon's nmecha that had collided with the Bioroid. Fortunately, the private had
bailed out at the last mnute, his arnor protecting himfromthe expl osi on and what woul d have
been a full-body road rash. However, w thout the necha, Dana inforned him he was going to be
usel ess to the team

"But why?" he was saying to her now "It's not my fault ny craft was disabled."

Sean, Road, and Wodruff had positioned thenselves as a rear guard; Angel o, Bow e, and
Louie were forward. Private Jordon and the rest of the team had di snounted and were grouped around
Dana and Sinon, the helnetless private |ooking snall and defenseless in the vastness of the
corridor. Jordon, who rarely knew when to keep his nouth shut, suddenly found it necessary to back
up Dana's words to Sinon.

"You just have to understand, Sinobn, we can't afford to jeopardize the nission by dragging
you along with us."

Meanwhi | e, Dana had been trying to figure out just what she could do with Sinmon. They were
a good half mle in, certainly not too far fromthe breach to have himleg it back, but what could
he do when he got there? The skirm sh was still in progress and he wouldn't stand a chance
outside. He could ride second in one of the tanks, but Dana thought it was best to post Sinobn and
one of the others here as backup. Jordon was as good a choice as any.

Jordon didn't take the news any better than Sinon had, but Dana put a quick end to his
protests. He and Sinon were to wait for the teamto return; if no one returned by 0600 hours they
were to try and rai se HQ and nmake their own way out of the fortress. In the neantine, Dana woul d
see to it that Louie maintained radio contact with themevery thirty mnutes. Wth that, she
regrouped the rest of the 15th and signal ed t hem forward.

A substantial portion of their prem ssion briefing had involved a thorough study of the
archive notes left by the nen who had reconned the first super dinensional fortress shortly after
its fateful arrival on Earth. That group had been led by Henry doval and Dr. Enm| Lang, and had
al so included the | egendary Roy Fokker and the now notorious T. R Edwards. But the 15th found
little simlarity between what they had read and what they were faced with now. For starters, the
SDF-1 group had gone in on foot; but nore inportant, this ship was known to be arned and
dangerous. Al Dana could do was keep proper procedure in mnd and try to enulate Goval's
nmet hodi cal appr oach.

As a group they continued at noderate speed along the dimy lit corridor, the height and
wi dt h of which never varied. It was hexagon-shaped, although sonmewhat el ongated vertically, a
constant fifteen-yards wi de across the floor-uniformblue outsized tiles-by some twenty-five yards
hi gh. The walls (panel ed on the dowward sl ope and strangely vari egated and cell-1ike above)
appeared to be constructed of a laser-resistant ceranmic. There was no ceiling as such, save for a
conti nuum of enormous tie beans, proportionally spaced, beyond which lay an inpenetrabl e thicket
of pipes, conduits, and tubing-an unending knot of capillaries and arterial junctures. But by far
the nost interesting objects in the corridor were the adornnments that |ined the upper walls of the
hexagon- oval shaped, ruby-red opaque | enses spaced five nmeters apart along the entire |length of
the hall. Every twelfth nedallion was a nore ornate version, backed by a segmented cross with
pointed arns. Twice, the 15th entered a stretch of corridor where these | enses found their match
in simlar convexities that fined the |ower walls, but along one side only.

The team was moving parallel to the long axis of the fortress, one mle in when they
reached the first fork, a symmetrical Y-shaped intersection at the end of a | ong sweepi ng curve,
with identical corridors branching off left and right. The archway was lined with a kind of
segrmented tri mwrk that | ooked soft and inviting, but was in fact ceramic like the walls. Here,
the servo-gallery above the openwork ceiling was bathed in infrared |light.
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Dana once again ordered themto a halt and split the team the sergeant would take the B
team Marino, Xavez, Kuri, and Road-into the left fork; Dana, Corporal N chols and the rest of the
15th woul d explore the right.

"We' || rendezvous back here in exactly two hours,
cockpit. "Okay, nove out."

Dante's group swung their vehicles out of formation and followed the sergeant's slow | ead
into the corridor. Dana gave a wave and the A teamfell in behind her tank. Behind the 15th,
unseen, three curious, Human-size figures stealthily crossed the corridor. One of them depressed a
ruby-red button that seenmed part of a nmedallion's design. From pockets conceal ed in the archway
slid five concentrically-etched panels of inpervious netal, sealing off the corridor.

Dana's group passed quickly through doned chanbers, enpty and disconforting, with riblike
support trusses and walls |ike stretched skin. Beyond that was the sel fsane hexagonal corridor and
yet another Y intersection.

"Whi ch way now?" Bow e asked.

Dana was agai nst breaking the teamup into yet snaller groups, but they had to make the
nost of their tine. "Bowie, you and Louie cone with ne down the right corridor," she said after a
nmonent. "Sean, you and the others take the |eft one-got it?"

Wi | e Dana was issuing the orders, Bow e happened to glance over his shoulder in tine to
see what appeared to be the retreating shadow of a being of sone sort. But the |ight here was so
unsettling that he resisted alarm ng the others; his eyes had been playing tricks on himsince
they entered the fortress and he didn't want the teamto think him paranoid. Neverthel ess, Dana
caught his sharp intake of breath and asked hi mwhat he had seen

"Just ny inmgination, Lieutenant," he told her as Sean's group split off and noved their
Hovertanks into the left corridor

Dana al so had the feeling that they were bei ng watched-how could it not be so, given the
technosystens of the ship? But that was all right: she wanted to be seen.

The right corridor proved to be a new world: hexagonal still, but fully enclosed, with an
over head "bol stered"” ridge and nunerous riblike trusses. Gone were the nedallions and ruby ovals;
the walls, upper and | ower, were an unbroken series of rectangular |ight panels. A new world, but
a worrisome one.

Wt hout success, Dana tried to raise Sergeant Dante on the net.

"I haven't been able to raise him either," Louie said, a note of distress in his voice.
"Do you think we should go | ook for hin®"

Dana was considering this when the silence that had thus far acconpani ed them was suddenly
broken by a distant sound of servo-notors slamm ng and clanking into operation. The three
teammat es turned around and watched as a solid panel began its steady descent from overhead.

The corridor was sealing itself off.

Ahead of them a second door was descendi ng; and beyond that a third, and fourth. As far
as they could see, mmssive curtains of arnor-plate were dropping frompockets built into the
ceiling trusses, echos of descent and closure filling the air.

"Hit it!" Dana expl oded. "Full power!"

The Hovertanks shot forward at top speed, barely clearing the first gate. They tore
beneath a dozen nore in the sane fashion, seeningly gaining on the progression-three urban
joyriders beating the traffic Iights downtown.

Then all at once the progression shifted: up ahead of themwas a fully closed gate. Dana,
far out in front of Bowi e and Louie, reached for her retro |l evers and pulled them hone, favoring
the port throttle so that the hind end of the tank gradually began to cone around to starboard.
There was no way in the world she wanted to hit that gate head-on..

she said to Angel o fromthe open

CHAPTER FOUR

Initial analysis of the fruit [found aboard the alien fortress] revealed little nmore than its
basic structure-its simlarities to certain tropical fruits seldomseen in northern markets these
days. But subsequent tests proved intriguing: one taste of the fruit and a | aboratory chinp soared
into what Cochran described as "a one-way ticket to reverie.” And yet it was not a true

hal | uci nogen; in fact, nol ecular scans showed it to be closer to animal than vegetal in
makeup! ... Several years would go by before our questions would be answered.

M ngtao, Protocul ture: Journey Beyond Mecha

The huge wal I screen in the situation roomwas little nore than static bars and snow. A flicker of
i mage enlivened it nonentarily, inconprehensibly, then there was nothing.
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"We've lost contact with the Fifteenth," a tech reported to General Enerson

"I ncrease enhancenent," Rolf said sternly, bent on denying the update. "See if you can
rai se them"

Haltingly a second tech turned to the task, well aware of what the results would be.
"Negatory," he said to Enmerson after a monent. "I'mafraid the interference is overwhel ning."

Col onel Anderson pivoted in his seat to face Rolf. "Should we consider sending in a rescue
t eanP"

Emer son shook his head but said nothing. The toss of one team woul d be enough...the |oss
of two | oved ones, nore than he could bear. He pressed his hands to his face, fearing the worst..

The left corrider had | ed Sergeant Dante's contingent to an enormous hold filled with a
bewi | deri ng array of Robotech nachinery.

"Where is Louie when you need him" Angelo was saying to his nen

They had all disnounted fromtheir Hovertanks and were grouped together marveling at the
chamber's wonders. The hold was sinply too spacious to fathom its distant horizons lost in
darkness. Here was a nassive cone-shaped generator, three hundred yards in circunference if it was
an inch; there, a second generator harnessing and shunting energy the |ikes of which Dante had
never seen-a raw subatomic fire that seemed to have a life of its own. Liquids alive as fresh
bl ood pul sed through transparent pipes, coursing fromgenerator to generator, machine to machine,
whi |l e unattended di spl ay screens strobed anber-lit schematics to robot readers, comrunicating to

one anot her through a cacophonous | anguage of shrill sounds and harsh rasps.
There was no telling how high the hold went: indeterninate |evels of conduits, tubes, and
mai ns crisscrossed overhead, illuminated by flashes of infrared |ight projected by spherical anti-

grav Cycl opean renotes-ruby-eyed nmonitors, ribbed and whi skered with segnmented antennae.

"Look at the size of this place!" Private Road exclainmed. (Angelo couldn't wait to pronote
the guy just to put an end to the running joke.)

"Hold it down," said the sergeant. "Stay alert and keep your eyes peel ed for anything that
nm ght be threatening."

"Threateni ng?" Marino asked in disbelief, his assault rifle welded to his hands. "This
whol e pl ace | ooks pretty threatening to nme, Sarge."

"G me hell anyday," Xavez seconded.

Dante whirled on both of them raising his voice. "I said can it, and |I'm not gonna tel
you agai n! The next guy that speaks is gonna be in a sorrier scene than this! Now, spread out! But
keep in sight of each other! W've gotta job to do."

H gh above them one of the eyeball renotes blinked, fixing an aerial imge of nen and
mecha in its fish-eye |l ens. That nuch acconplished, the device rotated slightly and enitted a
patterned series of light.

On a gallery still higher up in the hold, the code was received by a shadowy creature,
whi ch acknowl edged the signal and noved off into the darkness.

Private Road, neanwhile, had begun to edge away fromthe tight-knit group. There was no
sense waiting around for the sarge to wap up his lecture-they could recite it fromnenory by now,
even the threats and inprecations. The private smiled in the privacy of his face shield and took a
smal | step backwards. But suddenly sonething was taking hima step further: a vice had been
cl anped around his throat, shutting down his oxygen supply and crushing the nascent screamt hat
was | odged in his throat. He could feel his eyeballs begin to swell and protrude as whatever had
himincreased the torque of its grip. He heard and felt the snap that broke his neck, the rush of
death in his ears..

“...and | want you to sound off the minute you see anything suspicious," Angelo finished
up. He had arned his weapon and was | owering his face shield when Kuri nade a puzzled sound over
the tac net.

"Hey Sarge, Road's gone."

Dante | evel ed his weapon and swung toward where he had | ast seen the private. Xavez and
Mari no exchanged wary | ooks, then followed the sergeant's |ead.

"Road!" Dante called softly. He dropped his mask and called himagain through the net.
When there was no response, he gestured briefly to the team "All right, don't just stand there:
find him"™ To Kuri he said: "See if you can raise the |ieutenant."

Dant e doubl e-checked his weapon, thinking: If this is Road's idea of a joke, they' Il be
cal ling himdead-end from now on!

Suddenly, wi thout warning, the roomwas sectioned by |laser fire.

"Stand clear!" Dana warned Bowi e and Loui e.
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The two of themreturned to their Hovertanks as Dana prined the laser and ained it at the
arnored gate.

Dana' s nmecha had managed to stop just short of the thing, hind end alnost fully around,
two nmeters fromcollision. She had repositioned it in the center of the corridor now, thirty
meters fromthe gate. The barrier was sone sort of high-density netal, unlike the durceram c of
the corridor walls, and Louie had every confidence that the |laser would do the trick

"Any luck raising Sergeant Dante or Jordon?" Dana asked Loui e once nore before targeting.

Loui e shook his head and flashed her a thunbs-down.

"Even ny optic sensor is out," he told her over the net.

That didn't surprise her, given the apparent thickness of the corridor walls and the fact
that they were at | east one-and-a-half nmles into the fortress by now. Nor did the barriers cone
as any great shock; all along she had sensed that their progress was bei ng nonitored.

"Do you think they caught the others?" Bowie said worriedly.

"Your guess is as good as mine," she responded casually, and turned her attention to the
laser. "All right then: here goes."

She depressed the laser's trigger; there was enough residual snoke in the corridor to give
her a glinpse of the light-ray itself, but by and |large her eyes were glued to the barrier. Louie
had cautioned her that it would prove to be a tedious operation-a slow burn they woul d probably
need to help along with an arnor-piercing round but Louie was not infallible: instead of that
expected slow burn, the |aser blew a nmassive hole in the gate on inpact.

"Well that wasn't so bad," Dana said when the shrapnel -storm passed

She reached for her rifle, disnmounted the tank, and approached the gate cautiously. Beyond
it was a short stretch of corridor that opened into what she guessed was the fortress's water-
recycling and ventilation hold. Wiat with the numerous shafts and ducts here, she reasoned she
couldn't be far off the nark.

"What do you see, Lieutenant?" Louie asked from behind her

Dana lifted her face shield. "Not rmuch of anything, but at least we're out of that trap."
As Bowi e and Loui e caught up with her, she cautioned themto stay together

There were enough dripping sounds, sibilant rushes, and roars to nake them feel as though

they had entered a giant's basenent. But there was sonething else as well: alnost a wind-chine's
voi ce, soft and atonal, all but lost to their ears but registering nonetheless as if through sone
sixth sense. It seemed to fill the air, and yet have no single source, anbient as full-noon |ight.

At times it rem nded Dana of bells or gongs, but no sooner would she fix on that, than the sound
woul d reconfigure and appear harplike or string percussive.

"It's like nusic," Bowie said to a transfixed Dana.

The sound was working on her, infiltrating her, playing her, as though she were the
instrument: her nusic was nmenory's song, but dreanlike, preverbal and inpossible to hold..

"Are you all right, Lieutenant?" Louie was asking her, breaking the spell.

She encouraged the tone to | eave her, and suggested they try to |locate the source of the
sound. Louie, his face shield raised, ever-present goggles in place, had his ear pressed to one of
the hold's air ducts. He notioned Dana and Bowi e over, and the three of them crouched around the
duct, listening intently for a nonent.

"Maybe it's just faulty plunbing,"” Bow e suggested.

Louie ignored the jest. "This is the first sign of life we've encountered. W have to
figure out where it's coming fromand howto get to it."

Dana stood up, wondering just how they could acconplish that. Excited by the discovery
Louie was firing questions at her faster than she could field them She silenced himand returned
her attention to the sound; when she | ooked up again, Louie was falling through the wall.

Sean and conpany-Wodruff and Cranston-were in what appeared to be sone sort of "hot
house, " scarcely 200 yards fromthe water-recycling chanber (though they had no way of know ng
this), but in any case separated fromthe |ieutenant's contingent by three high-density ceramc
bul kheads. "Hot house" was Sean's conjecture, just as recycling chamber had been Dana's, but it
had taken the private several nminutes to cone up with even this description

There was no soil, no hydroponic cultivation bins or artificial sunlight, no water vapor
or el evated oxygen or carbon dioxide levels; only row after row of alien plants that seened to be
growi ng upside down. Central to each was an al nost incandescent gl obe, sone ten neters in
circunference, tendriled and supported by, or perhaps suspended from groupings of rigid, bristly
Iianalike vines. (Cranston was rem nded of the macrane plant hangers popular in the last century,
al t hough he didn't nmention this to the others.) The gl obes thensel ves were positioned anywhere
fromfive to fifteen meters fromthe floor of the chanber, and bel ow them both still affixed to
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the stal ks thensel ves or spread about the floor, were individual fruits, the size of apples but
the red of strawberries.

The three men had left their idling Hovertanks to have a closer |ook. Sean had the face
shield of his helnmet raised, and was casually flipping one of the fruits in his hand, using el bow
snhaps to propel the thing in the air. Talk had switched fromthe plants thenselves to the fact
that the team had yet to encounter any resistance. No one had taken the dare to taste the fruit,
but Sean had thought to stow a few ripe specinmens in his tank for |ater analysis.

"It's crazy," the one-hand juggler was saying now. "They were awful anxious to keep us out
of here in the first place, so why are they so quiet now?"

"Maybe we frightened then?" Cranston suggested. "Up close, | nean," he hastened to add
after catching the | ook Sean threw him

"Ww what d'ya guys got agai nst peace and qui et anyway?" Wodruff stamrered.

Sean made a wy face. "Nothing, Jack. Except when it's too quiet, like it is right now W
just can't let ourselves be lulled by it, is all. O else they'Il be all over us." Sean held the
fruit out in front of himand began to squeeze it. "Like this!" he said, as the fruit ruptured,
releasing a thick white juice that touched all of them

It was actually a hinged, polygonal section of wall that Louie N chols had fallen through.
And behind it were even stranger surprises.

At sight of the first of these-a rectangular vat filled with assorted body parts floating
in a viscous | avender solution-Louie al nost blew his breakfast, his eyes going w de beneath the
tinted goggles. Bowi e and Dana stepped in and followed his |ead, registering their revulsion in
stifled exclamations and sounds.

A five-fingered grappling claw was attached to the side of the vat, its purpose
i medi ately obvious to Louie as he took in the rest of the room Behind themwas a conveyor belt,
al so equi pped with a grappling arm and a tableful of artificial heads.

"I't's an assenbly line!" Bowie said in disbelief. "And we thought these aliens were
humanoi d! "

"Mustn't junmp to conclusions," Louie cautioned him |eaning toward the tank now and
reaching forward to touch the arns and legs floating there. He was fully conposed again, curious
and fascinated. "These are android parts,” he said after a nonment of scrutiny, amazenent in his
Voi ce.

Dana decided to risk another | ook and watched as the corporal pulled and probed at the
Iiganentlike innards of a forearmand the artificial flesh of a face.

"I ncredible," Louie pronounced. "The texture is actually lifelike. It isn't cold or
metallic...They seemto have devel oped a perfect bio-nmechanical conbinant..."

Bowie, feeling alittle like a corpuscle in a |ynph node, had wandered away fromthe vat
to investigate the nmenbrane walls of the roomany excuse to absent hinself from Louie's continuing
anatony | esson. But even so, words fromhis science courses kept creeping into his thoughts: cell -
wal |, vacuole, nucleus...A nmnute later-during an el evator ascent through thin air-he would recal
that osnmosis was the last thing he had said to hinself before being sucked through the wall...

He also told hinself that it was useless to struggle against this new situation: stepping
of f the radiant di sk under his feet or propelling hinself clear of the globe of soft light
enconpassi ng himseened like risky ventures at the nonent, and for all he knew this ride would
|l and himoutside the fortress, topside, snack dab in the mddle of all that fighting and strafing,
which was fine with him

But all at once those dreans of an easy out came to an abrupt end, along with the disk
itself. Bowi e picked hinmself up off the floor-thankful there was one-and brought his assault rifle
up, shouting demands into whitelight fog: "Al'l right-what's going on here?!"

He was answered by the nusic they had heard in the water-recycling hold, who knew how nany
| evel s below himnow. Only it was nmuch nore present here and, he realized, haunting and beauti ful
He lowered the helnet's face shield and took one cautious step forward into the radi ant haze, then
a second and third. Several nore and he began to discern the boundaries of the light; there was a
corridor beyond, simlar to those hexagonal ones they had al ready negotiated but on a snaller
scale. The walls were textured, bare except for the occasional ruby-colored oval nedallion, and
the floor shone like polished marble. There was also a dead end to this particular w ndsong-filled
corridor, or, as it turned out, a doorway.

Twi n panel s that forned the hexagonal portal slid apart as Bowi e nade his approach
revealing a short hall adorned with two opposing rows of Romanesque col umms, nedallioned like the
wal | s. Overhead ran a continuous, arched skylight, hung with identical fixtures along its |ength-
cluster representations of sone red, apple-sized fruit. Shafts of sunlight danced along the hall's
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seanl ess fl oor.

Fol I owi ng the sound, Bowie turned left into a perpendicular hall, with curved sides and
proportionately spaced rib trusses. The nmusic was still stronger here, emanating, it seemed, from
a dark roomoff to Bowie's right. Bowie hesitated at the entry, rechecked his weapon, and stepped
t hr ough.

In the dark he saw a wonan seated at a nonitor-a curiously shaped device |ike everything
on this ship, Bowie told hinmself-an up-ended clanshell, strung like a harp with filanents of
colored light. The woman, on the other hand, was heavenly shaped: sonewhat shorter than Bow e,
with straight deep green hair that woul d have reached her knees if |oosed fromthe ringlet that
held it full hal fway down her back. She was dressed in sone sort of sky-blue, clinging chiffon
bodysuit, with a coral-col ored gauzeli ke cape and bodi ce wapping that |eft one shoul der bare. She
had her small hands positioned at the light-controls of the device when she turned and took notice
of Bowie's entry. And it was only then-as her hands froze and the nusic began to waver-that Bow e
realized she was playing the device: She was the source of the nusic!

He recogni zed at once that he had frightened her and noved quickly to soften his aspect,
shoul deri ng his weapon and keeping his voice calmas he spoke to her

"Don't be scared. Is that better?" he asked, gesturing to his nowslung rifle. "Believe
me, you have nothing to fear fromne." Bowie risked a snall step toward her. "I just wanted to
conpliment you on your playing. |I'ma nusician nyself."

She sat unnoving in the harp's equally unusual seat, her eyes wide and fixed on him Bow e
kept up the patter, noticing details as he approached: the thick band she wore on her right wist,
the fact that the hair bracketing her innocent face was cut short...

"So you see we have sonething in conmmobn. They say that nusic is the universal |anguage-"
Suddenly she was on her feet, ready to run, and Bow e stopped short. "Easy now," he
repeated. "lI'mnot a nonster. |I'mjust a person-like you." As he heard hinmsel f, he imgi ned how he
must appear to her in his helnet and full-body arnor. He rid hinmself of the "thinking cap" and saw
her relax some. Encouraged, he introduced hinself and asked for her nanme, tried a joke about being

deaf, and finally dropped hinmself into the harp's cushi oned, hi ghbacked chair.

"I"'mforgetting that nusic is the universal |anguage," he said, turning to the instrunent
itself and wondering where to begin. "Maybe this'll work," he smiled up at the green-haired girl,
who stood puzzled beside him taking in all his words but uttering nothing in return.

Bowi e regarded the ascending strings of light, marveling at shifting patterns of color. He
positioned his hands in the harp, palms downward, interrupting the flow As the tones changed, he
tried to discern some correlation between the colors and sounds, thinking back to obscure nusi cal
texts he had read, the occult schools' approach to Pythagorean correspondences...Still he could
make no nusi cal sense of this harp. And it was soon apparent that the harpist herself could make
no sense of Bowi e's attenpts.

"How |l ong has it been since you had this thing tuned?" he said playfully, as the woman
| eaned in to denonstrate.

Bowi e wat ched her intently, nore fascinated by her sudden cl oseness than the richness of
her music. But as her graceful hands continued to stroke the light-strings, Bowie felt a soothing
magi ¢ begin to work on him eliciting feelings he could not define, other than to say that the
har pi st and her instrument were the source of them that it felt as though he could sonehow be
made to do the harp's bidding.

"That's the nost beautiful thing |I've ever heard," Bowie said softly. "And you're the nost
beautiful thing |I've ever seen.”

She had scarcely acknow edged his earlier attenpts at verbal communication, but this
seenmed to give her pause; she turned fromthe harp to stare at him as though his words were nusic
she coul d under st and.

Then all at once the roomwas flooded with I|ight.

Startled back to reality, Bowie |leapt up fromthe seat, his helnet crashing to the floor
as a raspy synthesized voice said, "Don't make a nove, Earthling."

Bowi e reached for his rifle, nevertheless, snarling "trap" to both the harpist and the
arnored shock troopers who had burst into the room

"Don't be a fool," cautioned the second trooper

Bowi e saw the wi sdom of this and noved his hands clear of his weapon. It was difficult to
know whet her there were humanoi ds inside the gleaning armor worn by the aliens, but Bow e sensed
that these troopers had been assenbled fromthe android parts he had seen only a short tinme ago.
This pair was human-size, arned with featureless laser rifles, and encased in hel nets and
cunber sone body arnor, including |long carapaceli ke capes that stood stiffly out behind them

"Anot her move and it will be your last. You're conmng with us-now. You, too, Misica."
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Bowi e turned at the sound of her nane, and repeated it for Misica's benefit. He thought he
detected the beginnings of a snmile before one of the android' s said: "All right, Earthman, cone
along quietly now'-as though Iifting dialogue froman archaic notion picture.

Bowi e sized up the two of them they were side by side, perhaps three yards fromhim
gesturing with their rifles, but nore intent on capturing himthan bl owi ng himaway. Spying his
hel met on the floor now, Bowi e saw an opportunity and went for it. He took a step forward, as
t hough surrendering to them then quickly brought his right foot against the helnet, [aunching it
square into the face of one of the androids, while pile-driving hinmself into the other one. The
trooper took the full force of his blow and staggered backward but rermained on its feet. Bow e was
clutching the thing like a tackle when he saw t hat nunmber one had cone around and had the rifle
| evel ed on him He sucked in his breath and slipped out of the clutches of the second, just as
nunber one fired, catching his conpanion through the face with several rounds. Both Bow e and the
android were notionless for a brief noment while the weight of this reversal descended; then Bow e
had his owmn rifle out front and put several rounds in the suddenly speechless alien. The trooper
dropped to the floor with a thud.

Bowi e turned to Miusica and threw his shoul ders back triunphantly. But this was no green-
hai red Rapunzel he had just rescued, and it didn't occur to himthat he had just aced two of her
peopl e. Misica, her hands |ike nervous birds, was staring at himdistressfully, backing slowy
away, as if expecting the next round to cone zinging her way.

Bowie finally realized what was going on and tried to persuade her that he had done her
some sort of favor. "Don't tell ne you're still afraid of me?" he said, putting his hands on her
shoul ders while she buried her face in her hands. "I saved you fromthose two, didn't |? Doesn't
that prove |'myour friend?"

Musi ca was whi npering, shaking her head back and forth while he spoke; but still he went
on: "Now all we have to do is get out of here...Can you show ne the way?"

She finally succeeded in tearing herself away from himand began to run. Bow e was
starting after her when all at once a blast rang out from behind both of them catching Misi ca
unawares in the calf. Bow e caught up and supported her, thinking that she had been trying to warn
him He | ooked back toward the trooper who had | cosed the shot: the android was on its knees now,
but there would be no need for Bowie to waste a charge against it. In a second the thing was going
to topple facedown of its own accord.

But again the nistress of the harp broke free and ran, this time though a blue and red
triskelionlike doorway-sone ultra noderni st hexagonal painting that slid apart into three sections
as she approached, and closed just as quickly behind her.

Bowi e tore after her and found hinself back in the columed hallway, but Misica was
nowhere in sight. Then he chanced to look to the right and there she was: casually entering the
hall from a perpendi cul ar corridor

"Well, that's better!" Bowi e said sniling.

But of f she went again and the chase was on

"Take it easy,"” Bow e shouted after her, breathlessly. "You shouldn't be running on that
wounded |l eg." What he really neant to say was that it wasn't fair of her to be outrunning him but
he was hoping that a denonstration of concern for her well-being mght prove nore effective than
an admi ssion of defeat. But then he noticed that her |eg showed no signs of the wound he had
definitely seen there only a ninute before. And conme to think of it, he found hinmsel f wondering:
wasn't her hair nore green than the bl ue he was seei ng now?

The intersections and branchi ngs grew nore and nore nunmerous, a veritable |abyrinth of
hexagonal corridors, polished replicas of the ones bel owdecks, with nedallioned walls and stark
bl ood-red ceiling panels seeningly filled with axons and dendrites.

Bowi e | ost her in a maze of twists and turns. He stood still, breathing hard and fast,
listening for any sound of her. But what he heard instead was the approach of sonething | arge and
motori zed. He brought his rifle off his shoul der and noved to the center of the corridor, waiting
to confront whatever was about to showitself from around the bend.

CHAPTER FI VE

Did you ever see a dream wal ki ng?
Wel |, Bowi e did.

Remark attributed to Angel o Dante

In an organically-fashioned chanber | ong ago given over to the demands of the Protoculture, the
Mast ers observed the Humans who had been all owed access to their ship. The rubylike corridor

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2008%20Metal%20Fire.txt (19 of 77) [1/19/03 5:01:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2008%20M etal %20Fire.txt

adornments Loui e had called nmedallions were their eyes and ears, and when the humans had strayed
fromthese, the Masters had relied on intelligence gathered by their android troopers, the
Term nat ors-the sane arnored bei ngs who had al nost gotten the drop on Bowi e and were presently
exchanging fire with Sergeant Dante's contingent, still trapped in the generator hold, one of
their nunber already dead.

The trio of aged Masters was in its steadfast position at the shrub-sized mushroom shaped
device that was their interface with the physical world. In many ways slaves to this Protoculture
cap, generations past the need for food or sustenance, the Masters lived only for the cerebra
rewards of that interior realm lived only for the Protoculture itself, and their fleeting contact
with worl ds beyond i nagini ng.

But though evolved to this high state, they were not pernanent residents in that alternate
reality, and so had to conpronise their objectives to suit the needs of the crunbling enmpire they
had forged when control really was in their hands. This mssion to Earth had proved to be as
troubl esone as it was desperate, a |last chance for the Masters of Tirol to regain what they needed
nmost-the Protoculture matri x Zor had hi dden aboard the now ruined super dinensional fortress. The
Masters were not interested in destroying the insignificant planet that had been the unwitting
reci pient of their renegade scientist's dubious gift; but neither were they about to allow this
primtive race to stand between them and destiny; between themand immortality.

At this stage of the Masters' gane there was still sone curiosity at work: view ng the
Earthlings was akin to having a | ook at their own past-before the Protoculture had so reconfigured
fate-which is why they had permitted this small band of Terrans into the fortress to begin with.
Earthlings had thus far proved thensel ves an aggressive lot: firing on the Masters when they had
first appeared and goading theminto further exchanges, as if intent upon ushering in the doonsday
the Zentraedi had been unable to provide.

But perhaps this was but a neasure of their stunted devel opment? And this snall
reconnai ssance party was nothing nore than an attenpt to determne exactly who it was they were up
agai nst. They were beginning to reason for a change, instead of sinply throwing away their lives
and resources, waging a war they were destined to |lose in any case.

So, in an effort to glinpse the inner working of the Humans, the Masters had subjected the
intruders to several tests. After all, they were not really to be trifled with, having in effect
def eated the Zentraedi armada.

They had even foiled the Masters own attenpts to gain infornmation about the Protoculture
matri X by passive neans, by accessing the information in one of the Terran master-conputers, one
known as EVE

The Masters had pernitted the Terrans to enter through a I ower |evel corridor that led to
t he mechani cal holds of the ship. It had been interesting to note they had split up their team
showi ng that they did indeed function independently and were not in need of a guiding
intelligence. There were al so denonstrations of caring and self-sacrifice, things unheard of anobng
the Masters' race. One group was currently battling Terminators in the generator hold-the troopers
were ascertaining the strength of the Humans in close-fighting techni ques; another group had
wandered into the Optera tree room while a third group had found the android assenbly Iine.

One nenber of the latter group had actually conversed with Miusica, Mstress of the Cosmic
Harp, whose songs were integral in controlling the clones of the inner centers. But that Human was
now reunited with his teammtes, who at the nmonent were returning to their predesignated
rendezvous point. The second group was al so en route, and so the Masters passed the thought al ong
to the Term nators that the skirmsh in the generator roombe called off, allowing the third group
to follow suit. Once the Humans were regrouped, the Masters would initiate a new series of
chal | enges.

Ceneral Rolf Emerson and Col onel s Anderson and Green woul d have given anything for a
glinpse at what was going on in the fortress. But the recon teamwas al ready an hour overdue and
hopes for their safe return were sliding fast. In an effort to do sonething, Emerson had ordered a
st epped-up assault on the fortress, in the hope of hitting it hard enough to shake the team | oose-
| ost ball bearings in an old fashioned pinball nachine. But instead of tilting, the fortress had
merely upped the ante, filling the skies with Bioroids on their hover platfornms and sendi ng out
ground troops to conbat the teans stationed at the perinmeter of the crash site. It had been a
cal cul at ed ganbl e, but one that had not paid off.

The situation roomwas as busy as a hive, but the three nassive screens opposite the
command bal cony told a woeful tale of defeat.

Emer son sat back into his chair to listen to the latest sitreps fromthe field, none of
whi ch were encouragi ng. A rescue ship sent to ATAC area thirty-four had been destroyed. Air teans
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wer e sustaining heavy casualties fromthe fortress's cannon fire. Bravo Fourteen had been w ped
out conpletely. Sector Five had been overrun. A rescue squad was bei ng sunmoned to Bunker niner-
three-zero, where nearly a hundred nmen were trapped inside. Medics were sorely needed everywhere

"Have you reestablished communi cations with Lieutenant Sterling yet?" Colonel G een asked
one of the techs.

"Negative," canme the reply. "But we're still trying."
Emer son caught Green's groaning sigh
"Let's not give up on Lieutenant Sterling yet, Colonel," he told him nore harshly than

was necessary. "She won't give up until she's succeeded in her mssion."

Bowi e, bareheaded and precariously perched behind and slightly above the pilot's seat of
Dana's Hovertank, tried to fill the lieutenant in on his experiences since that elevator ride to
Miusi ca's harp chanber. He had never been too fond of Dana's reckless road tactics, and thought
even | ess of them now that he had a chance to observe things fromhis friend s perspective. Dana
was careeni ng through the dark corridors at nearly top speed, not a care in the world as she
twisted the Val kyrie through turns its gyrostabilizers were never nmeant to handl e. The Di ddy-Wa-
D ddy had been | eft abandoned, set on self-destruct in the recycling hold. In an effort to take
his mind off the very real possibility of a collision, Bow e continued his rundown of the events,
even though there seened to be a lot of discrepancies in his story.

"And you say she ran away after being shot in the | eg?" Dana said skeptically.

"I know it sounds incredible, but | sawit with my own eyes!" Bow e replied defensively.
"And she was one beautiful |ady, too," he added wi stfully.

Dana threw a knowi ng snile over her shoul der, forcing Bowi e into paroxysns of fear as she
took her eyes fromthe corridor

"Maybe she was an android, Bow e."

"No way."

"Then ny guess is she was a dreamrafter all, you claimthat you felt yourself being taken
up into the fortress and yet we found you on the sane |level we entered: W didn't take any
el evator rides, Bowie, and we haven't seen a stairway yet."

"But I'mtelling you | went up, Dana! | do know up from down, you know "

Loui e went on the external speaker: "Only when you' re awake, Bowi e, and | don't think you
were. Think back to our briefing sessions and the notes fromthe d oval Expedition into the SDF-1:
when the captain's teamexited the dinensional fortress they were certain that hours had gone by,
and yet the guards who were stationed outside the fortress swore that only fifteen nminutes had
el apsed!

"It could be that there is sone sort of lingering effect to hyperspace travel," Louie
conti nued unchecked, "sonmething we're not yet aware of. Mybe time actually occurs differently
inside the fortress than it does outside. It's sonething |'"mgoing to investigate sonmeday. "

The dark hal |l way was suddenly opening up and filling with light, and in a nonent Dana and
conmpany found thensel ves on a polished floor as blue as the clearest of Earth's seas-an ice-lined
canal of brilliant chroma, lined with a continuous wall of turreted and arcaded buil di ngs.

Rem ni scent of ancient Rone, or Florence, before the destruction visited upon it during the d oba
Cvil War, each structure was nore than two-hundred yards high, with curved, scalloped facades,
ornately columed arcades crowned by friezes, and round-topped portals. Elsewhere, gracefully
arched bridges crossed the solid canal, overlit by circular lights set high in the hold.

Stranger still, the hold was inhabited-by Humans.

"At | east they | ook Human," Dana comment ed.

The aliens had all taken shelter under the arcades and were staring at the 15th's strange
two- vehi cl ed procession; but Dana didn't read actual fear anywhere, only an intense puzzl enent,
al nost as though these people had no idea where they were, or what they were doing. Dress was
uniformy practical, sensible, not so nuch fit for the Rone Dana had read about, but a Rone nock-
up in the bowels of a spaceship. Shirt and trouser conbinations of the sane cut, the sane fabric,
i ndi vidualized only by color or neckline, all with tight-fitting cuffs, blue, gray, gold.

Suddenly, Bowi e yelled: "Lieutenant, stop the Hovertank-1 just saw that girl!"

Dana and Louie cut their thrusters and the mecha settled to what seened to be the street.

Dana wondered whether this was a show being put on for their benefit. She scanned puzzl ed
faces in the unnmoving crowds, |ooking for a green-haired girl.

"Are you certain it's her, Bow e?"

“I'm positive-she's one of a kind! |1'd know her any-what?! It can't be! |I'm seeing
doubl e!'"

"Everybody here is either twins or triplets,’

Loui e said, conpleting Bow e's thought.
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"They nmust be cl ones."

Dana fol |l owed Bowi e's gaze and spied an attractive girl in chiffon, shoul der-to-shoul der
with her identical twin. Cones, Dana said to herself. They had to be clones, |ike the Zentraedi
She t hought back to what she knew of her people: how they had been grown fromcell sanplings of
t he Robotech Masters. How she herself had a part of this in her. And it suddenly occurred to her
that these clones mght very well be her sisters and brothers! Dana found hersel f | ooking around
for soneone who | ooked |ike her

"Headquarters will be happy to find out that their advance intelligence reports were
true,"” she heard Louie say.

Just then three arnored shock troopers broke through the murmuring crowds, |eveling | aser
rifles as they took up positions around the Hovertanks.

"Uh- oh-1 ooks |ike we've got conpany!"

"Don't nake a nove!" one of the Term nators shouted.

"We've got you covered."

"See-there's that bad novie dialogue | told you about,’

Bow e sai d.

"Cowboys and Ronmans," Louie nuttered. "Wat'l|l we do, Lieutenant-shoot it out with thenf"
"No," Dana said quickly. "If we fire into this cromd we'll end up injuring a |l ot of
i nnocent people. We'll just have to try to nake a break for it! Better tell your girlfriends good-

bye!" she ainmed at Bowi e.

The Terninators opened fire as the Hovertanks lifted off, mndless of the clones their
stray shots cut down.

Val kyrie and Livewire sped off. In the runble seat, Bowie clung to Dana's waist, staring
back at the two Musicans, heedless of the white bolts of fire snapping at the Hovertank's heels.

"Boy, this mssion's a washout,’
abandoned ship when they saw us com ng."

“I"'mbeginning to believe you're right, Cranston," Sean adnitted, absently twirling his
helnet in his hand, as he slowy guided the Bad News away fromthe corridor rendezvous point.
Not hi ng nmuch had happened since they left the hothouse, and when neither Dana nor Dante had showed
up at the designated hour, he had decided to take Cranston and Wodruff into the corridor Dana's
contingent was to investigate. "I've seen nore action on a Sunday School picnic,"” he started to
say. But sonething was approaching themfast fromup ahead, coming in fromthe direction of the
poi nt .

Cranston was saying to Sean. "l think those jokers

Al nost before Sean could bring his weapon into ready or issue instructions to his nen,
Dana and Loui e cane tearing by them w thout even stopping. Sean yelled, realizing if they hadn't
seen them it wasn't likely that they would hear him But he called out anyway, worried all of a
sudden about what it was that was chasing them

And Dana's team pulled up short.

"Ww " Dana exclainmed. "I was beginning to think we'd never see you guys again!"

Sean was puzzled by Dana's intensity. "Yeah, well |I'mhappy to see you, too, Lieutenant,
but | wanna tell you, this is the dullest mission |'ve ever been on."

"Dul Il ?!'" Dana and her teamall said at once, fixing Sean with a ook he couldn't quite
grasp.

"Yeah. W& think the aliens abandoned ship or sonething."

Suddenly Dana, Louie, and Bowie were all talking at himin a rush. Gant was sayi ng
sonet hi ng about his having been transported by an invisible elevator to the arms of a beautifu
green-hai red wonan he had jammed with, or sonmething. But there'd been a chase a-and that was of
course why they didn't have his Hovertank with them because they didn't chance going back to pick
it up-not that they could find their way there anyway. A-and then there was this popul ati on center
they had just escaped fromthat | ooked |ike ancient Rone and was filled with nothing but identica
cl ones and carapace-arnored shock trooper androids..

When it was over all Sean could do was exchange puzzled | ooks with his equally perpl exed
t eammat es.

"Well, we got to see the fanpbus forest of light-bulb trees,” he told Dana. "Guess the
shock troops were avoiding us for some reason."

Just as Sean was saying this, Sergeant Dante's contingent-m nus Road' s Hovertank, and
unfortunately, m nus Road hinsel f-hovered into view and joined themin the corridor. Dante told
them of the firefight, how the aliens had crept up on them and pinned them down, only to back off
unexpectedly at the last nonent...

He was in the nmiddle of his explanation when the floor opened up underneath them Nine
Hovertanks and ten Humans plunged into the darkness.
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"I's everybody okay? Bow e?" Dana called out into the bl ackness.

She knew she was wet and sticky, not from bl ood though, but fromwhat she had | anded in
Touching the stuff in the dark only led to nore frightening i nages, so she groped in the opposite
direction, wondering if she would stunble upon one of the Hovertanks. It would be a miracle if no
one had been crushed under the falling mecha, and equally so if they all had as soft a | anding as
she had. There seermed to be some sort of weightlessness here-a dark and soggy |unar surface.

But one by one the teanmates answered her

"Al'l present and accounted for. And apparently no injuries," Bow e yelled.

"Speak for yourself," Dana heard Louie say. "I've got enough bruises for the bunch of
you. "

"And | feel as light as a kitten in here."

"Where the heck are we, anyway?" Angel o asked. "And what's that rotten snell ?"

"I"ve pulled enough K.P. in ny tine to recognize this snell anywhere," said Wodruff. "I
got no idea what these aliens eat, but this is their garbage, I'll stake ny wad on that."

Sean, Marino, and Xavez all made sounds of disgust.

But it was Kuri that voiced the first uh-oh..

Machi nery had been activated overhead, servos were conming into play and the sound was
grow ng | ouder.

"Hey...wait a mnute,
about to be conpacted?!

"I seen this novie, Sarge!" Xavez was suddenly npaning. "What're they tryin' to play with
our heads, or what?"

"Flatten our heads is nmore like it!" Kuri yelled fromacross the bl ackness.

"Echo readings indicate that there is in fact a massive plate descending on us," Louie
reported calmy. "I calculate forty-eight seconds until we becone tonorrow norning' s breakfast
crepes.”

Dana heard two or three of her teammates pick up handfuls of the sludge and heave it in
Loui e's general direction. At about the same tine Louie was hit and yelled, spitting wrds and
what ever gar bage had connected with him Dana, who had been edging forward in the darkness, hands
out front like a blind person, contacted one of the Hovertanks. Fromthe feel of it, it had | anded
upright, and she quickly clinbed aboard and hit the |ights.

It was her first m stake.

Now everyone could see the sorry state they were in. They all |ooked around the room and
then up at the descending plate of the conpactor. Yes, it was very nuch |like a scene froma novie
they had all seen

"Li eutenant, you gotta get us outta here!" screamed Xavez.

Angel o said. "This nust be a freakin' conpactor! And guess who's

"Stand back, everybody. |I'm gonna bl ast us out of here.”
"You can't, Lieutenant," Louie warned her. "These are high-density ceramic walls. They're
| aser resistant. | don't think it would be a good idea. If you renenber that novie-"

"Then cone up with a better idea, Louie. In the nmeantime, everybody hit the deck and hope
for the best."

Hitting the deck meant diving back into the nuck, but suddenly even that seemed preferable
to feeling the heat of a richocheting plasm bolt.

"No-o0-0!" yelled Louie once nore before the end.

The bolt did just what everyone feared it would: it inpacted against the wall to no effect
and headed straight back fromwhence it canme, narrowy mi ssing Dana who ducked down into the
cockpit at the last second, then carom ng around the roomlike a hom cidal billiard ball of
energy, giving everyone an equal chance to dodge or be fried. Utimately the crazed thing hit the
fl oor of the chanber and expl oded, right at the foot of Dana's necha.

There didn't seemto be a hope that she had survived the shot. Were the Hovertank stood
there was now only a huge garbage crater, snoking |ike a cookpot in hell. Blessedly the dam
conmpactor had ceased its downward notion, and the hole was letting light into the room They were
all thinking that Dana had died for nothing, when suddenly they heard her voice rising fromthe
hol e. The garbage-spattered 15th grouped around the crater, peering in.

Dana was still seated in the mecha, which was now on the floor of a corridor that ran
underneath the conpactor. Several other Hovertanks had fallen with her, along with Xavez and
Mari no who were covered with grinme and shaking |ike pal sy victins.

"See-1 knew it would work," Dana was saying unsteadily but know ngly. "The floor wasn't
| aser resistant."

No one bothered to tell her that the conpactor had stopped on its own. One by one they
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| owered t hensel ves t hrough the hole, w ping off what garbage they coul d.

A corridor nonitor blinked once and brought the reversed situation to the attention of the
Mast ers. Things had not gone quite as planned, but the aged trio was willing to concede that no
mat t er what happened, they were | earning nore about the Terrans and that was the purpose of the
exerci se-even though the femal e soldier had gotten a |ucky break by finding her cannon round
returned to the unprotected floor. And if anything, this only suggested that |uck itself should be
figured into the equation when dealing with this race.

The Masters next plan was to separate this nost fortunate one, the apparent commander,
fromher team to see how the underlings would function w thout her. Just how nuch i ndependent
t hought was available to them how resourceful were they wi thout adequate | eadership?..

They had nanaged to retrieve seven of the nine renmining Hovertanks; two were so
hopel essly mred in the garbage sludge that even the necha's thrusters couldn't break the things
free-not without a good deal nore tine than they had to spare.

The 15th was mounted in its mecha now, Bowie still riding behind Dana, Xavez behind
Marino, Whodruff behind Cranston. The sergeant, Louie, Sean, and Kuri were back in their original
units.

"You sure beat the odds that tinme, Lieutenant," Louie conmented.

Dana adj usted her helmet and nade a face as she picked sticky bits of refuse fromthe
paul drons of her uniform "Let's not celebrate until we're out of here," she warned all of them

"But which way?" Louie threw to the team "Wthout our helnmet nonitors, we can't tell one
direction fromanother. W' ve gotta be down at |east one |evel, maybe two, and unless we can find
a way up | don't know how we're gonna get outta this thing."

"Dead reckoning'll get us back to that hole; I'Il bet |I could find nmy way blindfol ded,"
t he sarge announced.

"We' || just blow our way out," Dana said. "W got in: we can get out. But stay
alert...l've got that funny feeling that we're being watched again..."

No sooner had she said it than sonething | eapt at her fromthe corridor ceiling. She heard
Sean's warning and the rapid report of his rifle-adrenaline coursing through her |ike high octane-
and caught the novenent of the thing peripherally.

Oddly, something said to her: snake. And when she raised her head to | ook back on the
thing Sean's bl ast had downed, she realized that that imge her nind' s eye conjured wasn't far
fromwong: it |ooked |like an ol df ashi oned wire-coil ed vacuum cl eaner hose, only a | ot w der, and
capped with an evil-1ooking nipplelike device. Inits final monents, before Sean's second round
severed the thing' s tubular body, the hose | oosed a massive electrical charge that narrowy m ssed
Dana' s head and expl oded against the far wall of the corridor. The hose spasned around on its
ruptured neck spewing a foul-snelling snoke, but no nore fire.

"CGood shooting, Sean!" Bow e shout ed.

Loui e wat ched the techno-assassin flail about for a nonment, then gl anced down at his
consol e, noticing instantly that the radio had begun to function again. He told the team and they
realized that they nust be close to the exterior wall of the fortress. There was a good chance
Headquarters was nonitoring them once again.

"Good," Dana said, bringing the face shield down. "Let's nove out."

"Stay together this time," Sergeant Dante hastened to add.

The Masters were no |onger entertained by the shenani gans of their guests, and cane about
as close as they could to denonstrating real enotion. And enotion nade it necessary for themto
break their telepathic rapport and speak directly to the Terminator. It was inperative that the
Terrans not be allowed to | eave the ship alive.

"See to it that all exits are sealed," said one of the Masters. "Myve your sentries into
corridor Mseventynine and use maxi numforce if necessary to prevent their escape.

"And see to it that Zor Prine is with your sentries,” a second of the Masters thought to
add, his voice betraying some ulterior notive.

Ful | out, the Hovertanks noved through the |abyrinthine corridors of the fortress, their
hal ogen lights piercing the darkness.

"CGet ready,"” Dana told her teammates through the tacnet. "It |ooks like we're going to
have to fight our way out."

She hadn't actually seen anything up ahead, but as they ascended the ranp which returned
themto the proper level, the mecha lanps illumnated a full line of Bioroids in the corridor
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ahead.

Zor Prime was | eading themthe | avender-haired pilot of the red Bioroid, who had been
haunting Dana's thoughts since the encounter at the Macross nmounds. Diminutive against the fifty-
foot high netal nonsters behind him the elfin alien was standing calmy at their fore and hol di ng
his hand up in a gesture that told the Humans to halt. Wen the Hovertanks accel erated instead,
Zor's hand dropped decisively, a signal to his troops to open fire.

Dana tried to put the alien fromher nmind and called for evasive nmaneuvers. "Concentrate
on tactical driving!"

The Bi oroi ds opened up on the approaching Hovertanks with their disc guns, filling the
corridor with white light and noise that could wake the dead. The Earth nmecha weaved between
hyphens of searing heat, criss-crossing in front of one another and returning fire to the wall of
al i ens standi ng between them and freedom

Dana had a fleeting image of Zor as she swerved her Hovertank around him unable to | oose
fire against himor run himover. But shortly there would be another inmage that would replace this
last. In the dancing headlight beans the team saw two of their teammates sprawled lifeless on the
corridor floor in puddles of their own bl ood.

Dana yelled: "It's Sinmon and Jordon! W can't |eave themlike this!"

Angel o disagreed. "It's too late to do anything for them Lieutenant-we' ve got trouble up
ahead. "

A final Bioroid was standing guard at the exit. They certainly could have run it down
wi t hout problem but it would be a lot nore profitable to take the thing alive.

Dana t hought her tank through reconfiguration to Battloid. As she and Bowi e rode up into
the giant techno-warriors head, Dana readi ed herself at the controls.

"You can't take himalone," Bowie said. "He's too big!"

"He's not bigger than nmy Battloid," Dana reninded him The Bioroid | eapt, and Dana urged
her mecha to follow She thought the Battloid s metal shod hands into notion and grabbed the alien
mecha by its pectoral arnor.

Then the Valkyrie and its prize flew through the unmended opening. Dana didn't bother to
| ook back.

CHAPTER SI X

I think | breezed through the rest of the recon in a kind of trance, ny thoughts so wapped around
the Eureka! Bowi e's encounter with Misica had booted up in ny nmind. The Masters' fortress had
defolded fromits hyperspace journey with particles of the Fourth D nensional Continuum stil
adhering to it, iron filings to a magnet-like nmenory itself, alive in the Human brain despite an
el apse of chronol ogi cal reckoning. Imediately | set to work on a new theory based on the

hypot hesis that tinme, like light itself, was conposed of quantapackets of stuff | then called
chronons. What | eventually arrived at-years |ater-was nothing so much as a reworking of Mcek's
turn-of-the-century theorem (then unknown to ne): if you can take the time and travel, you can
surely travel and take the tine!

Louie Nichols, Tripping the Light Fantastic

Ten out of Lieutenant Sterling's original thirteen had returned fromthe reconnai ssance mni ssion
based on the casualties sustained by the ground forces and air support who had contributed to the
penetration op, this proved to be on the | ow side average, and Dana found sonme confort there. But
it wasn't the nunbers that remained with her, but the sight of Privates Jordon and Sinon |ying on
that cold floor, bathed in the harsh Iight fromher Hovertank, their lives flow ng out of them
That, and the brief nonents she and Bowi e and Loui e had spent in the Romanesque heart of the
fortress. Were those twins and triplets Hunan cl ones, or had they been fashioned fromthe body
parts Corporal Nichols had stunbl ed across during the m ssion? Her heart told her that they were
cl ones, brothers and sisters to the Zentraedi half of her, but Headquarters wasn't interested in
her feelings; rightly so, they needed concrete evidence, and the sad fact was that the nonitoring
devi ces had ceased to function early on. There was, however, the Bioroid Dana's necha had spirited
fromthe ship, and surely the pilot of that alien craft would lay all these questions to rest; he
or she wouldn't need to say a thing: it only renmained to be seen whether the Earth Forces were up
agai nst androi ds or beings |ike thensel ves.

Dana had run these issues through her mnd during the debriefing and since. Unable to
sl eep, she had left her bunk in the mddle of the night. Sunrise found her and half the 15th in
the barracks ready-room They had all argued back and forth, unable to cone to any consensus, soO
varied were their individual experiences inside the fortress. The squad was slated for patrol in
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| ess than an hour, and she desperately wanted to convince themthat her instincts were correct.
"How can | be expected to shoot at people who night very well be ny own rel atives?" Dana
had put to themfinally. She had drawn her sidearm and now had the distant, silent fortress
bracketed in the pistol's sights. Sergeant Dante entered the room just then, and finding her thus,
put a hand on her shoul der
“I', uh, don't nmean to interrupt,"’

he said, out of real concern for the room s pernapl as
Wi ndow.

Dana turned to dislodge his hand, and frowned as she rehol stered the handgun.

"Target practice, eh? Too bad there's no aliens around to aimat."

Dana expected as nmuch from Angel o. The m ssion had only served to convince himof the
truth of his earlier beliefs: the aliens were nothing but bio-engineered creations that had been
programed for war. She knew that he felt the same about the Zentraedi, despite the fact that
their Humanness had not only been proven, but was accepted by the very men and wonen who had once
fought agai nst them Sean, Louie, and Bowie were acting like they weren't in the room

"You' re unbelievable, Sergeant," Dana said, disgust and disbelief in her voice. She | ooked
to the others for support, but found none. She knew that Bow e agreed with her, especially now
that he had had some sort of encounter of his own inside the ship, but he was too timd to nake a
stand. The vote was still out on Louie: like the staff at HQ he was going to need cl earcut
evi dence before saying anything. Sean, as always, had no opinion one way or another

"l suppose you think we should shoot every alien on sight, huh? Wuld that make you
happy?"

Angel o smirked. It was so easy to get to her. But that wasn't really his purpose; he
merely wanted to get to the Hunan side of her. "Well, we'd be a |lot safer, Lieutenant. And | don't
t hi nk anybody on their side's gonna hesitate to fire at us."

Angel o had turned his back to her and was wal ki ng away, when a nessenger entered
unannounced t hrough the room s sliding doors.

"Sir," the aide said stiffly, offering his salute. "General Emerson requests your
presence. I'mto escort you and Corporal Nichols to Dr. Beckett's lab inmediately."”

Dana told the messenger to wait outside. She turned tenporary conmand of the team over to
Sergeant Dante, feeling as though she had | ost a mnor battle.

The Robotech Masters felt the sane.

The three had summoned their Scientist and Politician triunvirates to the fortress conmand
nexus after the Earthlings had nade their daring escape.

"I expect a full report on damage to our ship and an update on the M cronian position,"
said the Master called Bowkaz. "M cronian" was a termthe Masters used when speaking to any of
their numerous clones, a holdover from Zentraedi tines.

There was an unm stakabl e note of desperation in his voice, a fact that at once distressed
and pl eased the three Scientist clones-androgynous figures, with exotic features and long hair in
brilliant colors.

"Mbst of the damage is isolated to the Reflex power nodules," reported the honey-haired
Scientist. "The Mcronians will probably attack again. W should escal ate our conbat profile."

"How coul d the situation have cone to this?" Dag asked rhetorically. Like his conpanion
Masters he was hawk-nosed and |iquid-eyed, nonkish looking in the | ong gown whose triple collars
m m cked the Flower of Life's tripartite structure. "It was never our intention to destroy the
M croni ans or their planet."

One of the young Politicians spoke to that. He resenbled the Scientists in formand
figure, save for the fact that he was dressed in togalike wappings, and of course had been bi o-
engi neered for political rather than scientific functions.

"The Mcronians feel threatened by our presence here," he rem nded the Masters now.

"But they nust realize that our clones are not here to tanper with their civilization,"
sai d Shai zan, who was in nmany ways the Masters' true spokesman, nost often called upon to
communi cate directly with the Elders of Tirol. "The true threat to both our races is the parasitic
Invid, who will thenselves conme in search of the Protoculture."

VWi ch was and was not true: but the Masters were compelled to make their clones feel that
the journey to Earth was nore noble than it actually was.

"We rnust conplete our mssion before the Invid arrive,” Bowkaz countered. "The M cronians
are dangerous and nust be destroyed if they continue to obstruct us."

"I agree," Dag said after a nonent of reflection. "The M cronian ignorance of our purpose
and their inexperience with the Protoculture makes them a dangerous threat to our cause."

"And too many of our own Bioroid pilots have been severely injured to mount an effective
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attack against themat this time," Bowkaz hastened to add.

"Are our shields hol ding?" Shaizan asked of the Scientists.

Schematic representations of the fortress's energy systemcapabilities cane to |life on the
oval -shaped screen that filled the interstices of the command center's neurallike structure.

"W estimate a functional capacity of only twenty percent,"” returned one of the
Scientists. "Not even powerful enough to seal breaches in the fortress's hull."

"If we cannot |eave and we cannot fight, then what option is |eft us?" asked a second.

The three Politicians and the three Scientists waited for the Master's pronouncenents.
Utinmately it was Shai zan who answered them

"W nust use the Mcronians," he said sonmewhat haltingly. "First we will take sone of
their kind and subject themto a xylonic cerebral probe to determ ne whether or not we can turn
theminto Bioroid pilots. This will serve a dual purpose: first, it will allow us to strengthen
our forces. Second, by allow ng one of these reengineered pilots to be captured, we will be able
to convince the Mcronians that they have been manipulated into fighting their own kind. This will
buy us the tine we need to effect repairs or call in a rescue ship. In the neantine, we nust
refornul ate our thinking and cone up with a plan to secure the Protoculture matrix before it is
too late."

The partially-dissected shell of the captured alien Bioroid lay on its back on a nassive
platformin Dr. Beckett's Defense Center |aboratory. Col onels Anderson and Green, along with
several forensic engineers and conputer techs, were already in attendance when General Enmerson
entered with Dana and Louie in tow.

"I think you're going to find this very interesting," Beckett said by way of introduction.

He was a nondescript-looking man in his late thirties, with thick, anber-tinted gl asses
and a crisply starched white uniformhe kept tightly fastened at neck and cuffs. Known for the
yard-1ong pointer he was said to carry wherever he went, Beckett had little of Professor Cochran's
savvy, and nowhere near the intellectual power of soneone |ike Zand; but he was conpetent enough
and Louie Nichols let himranble on for several mninutes before sayi ng anything.

"Let me start by saying that this thing is a conplicated network of nechanical parts
controll ed by biological stimuli, the origin of which is uncertain at this time." Beckett used his
pointer to indicate a control panel |ocated below and to the left of the Bioroid s head. "However,
we think that this nodul e here acts as a sensor device, or overload circuit nechanism" He gave
the panel several taps with the pointer

"Then if you bypass that relay," Louie interjected, reaching for one of the Bioroid's
sensor cables and coiling it around his forearm "...ah, these should act |ike sone sort of
nmuscl e. "

Dana, who was standing next to the corporal, watched the armof the Bioroid begin to
twitch as Louie flexed the nmuscles in his forearm Startled, she stepped back fromthe platform
worried that the thing was going to attack.

"Don't worry, Lieutenant,"” Louie said, full of confidence. "It's not going anywhere." He
gestured to his forearm and once again flexed; the Bioroid s armgave anot her shudder. "It's only
responding to the stinulus I'mgiving it."

"Li ke power-anplified body arnor," Dana said, relaxing sone.

"Bi ngo," said Louie, taking off his wappings.

Emerson, Green, and Anderson | ooked to Beckett to el aborate. The doctor cleared his throat
and said: "Yes...In many ways it functions rather like our own Veritechs, only in place of our
sensor gloves and helnets, it seens to be directly attuned to its pilot."

Beckett instructed one of his techs to project the data he had prepared for the
prelimnary report. Al eyes turned to the wall screen above the forensic platform Various
schematic representations and readouts of the Bioroid s systens filled the screen as the Doctor
spoke.

"It is indeed a type of arnored suit that responds to the stinuli provided by a pilot.
Through a conpl ex network of bio-mechanical diodes, it actually interfaces with its pilot and
carries out the pilot's commands in a matter of nanoseconds." Beckett paused as a new schenmatic
assenbled itself. "The difference here is that the pilot, too, seens to have been bi o-engi neered
to interface with the necha.”

"So that's why they' re so maneuverabl e,” Dana said.

"Then this Bioroid is an extension of its pilot?" asked the bearded G een, still unsure
what Beckett and this young corporal with the dark goggles were getting at.

"Exactly," the doctor said. "The circuits of the one duplicate the circuits of the other.
We have yet to deternmi ne how such an inprint has been nmade possible, but there is no mstaking the
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acconpl i shnent . "

"But this is incredible,” Enerson said. "You're suggesting a bio-nechanical lifeform™

Beckett shook his head. "A pilot is required,” he started to say before Col onel G een
br oke in.

"What's the npst effective way to stop these things once and for all?" the col one
denmanded.

Dana, meanwhile, now had the cable wapped around her own arm |f the Bioroid required a
living pilot, then her case for the Humanness of the aliens was made. It woul d have been redundant
to put androids in the bioroids' cockpits..

She tuned in for Beckett's response to Green's query, holding her tongue until the right
nmonent. The doctor was once again tapping his pointer on the Bioroid s neck nodul e.

"Wl |, considering what we now know about the design, |I'd say the nost effective shot
woul d have to be placed in the area of this control mechanism"™
Rol f Emerson now stepped forward, as if to silence everyone. "I'd |like to have your input,

Li eutenant Sterling. You and your team have engaged these things hand-to-hand, as it were. Did
either of you observe any weak points in their individual defense systens?"

Dana shrugged. "I was too wapped up in tactics to notice anything."

"I's the Bioroid equipped with any kind of nicrorecorder?" Louie asked Dr. Beckett.
"Because if it is," he went on without waiting for a reply, "there nust be sonme sort of interna
damage-control nonitoring system..Qur main conmputer could access the data and-"

"We've already seen to that, Corporal," Beckett interrupted, noticeably peeved. "Display
the pertinent data,” he said to the tech at the console.

"I think I know why these things have been so hard to stop," Louie nuttered to Dana as new
schematics scrolled across the wall screen. "Display the danaged sections individually," he
instructed the conmputer tech, stealing Beckett's thunder

Loui e stepped up to the screen and ran through an explanation of the data for Genera
Emerson and the other brass, but it was Beckett who said: "The Bioroids are unaffected by direct
hits unl ess you can destroy the cockpit."

"That's the way | read it," Louie seconded, no trace of conpetition in his voice.

"Al'l right," said a pleased Col onel Anderson. "I'Il make it a standing order to aimonly
at the cockpit."

It was the nonment Dana had been worried about, the order she feared. "You can't do that,
Col onel '™ she blurted out, surprising all of them "You'll be destroying the pilots as well as the
Bi oroi ds!"

Ander son seenmed slightly bermused by the outburst. "Well | think that shoul d be obvious,

Li eutenant. The android pilot would be destroyed along with his nachine..."

"But they're not androids! It would nmake for a redundant system" she said, |ooking to
Louie for help. She nmade nmention of their experiences in the ship, the city of clones.

Green nmade a disnissive gesture. "But you have no proof that those, ah, people weren't
sinmply androids. Wat about this android assenbly line you clained to have seen-"

"Exactly what do we know about the captured pilot?" Emerson asked Beckett. The doctor made
a wy face and | ooked over to Green, who fielded the question, redfaced.

"I"'msorry to report that the pilot sustained some serious injuries as a result of our
rather hasty efforts to renove it fromthe Bioroid. However, our nedical teans are doing
everything possible..."

Green let his words trail off as a nessenger entered the |ab

"CGeneral Enerson, your presence is requested in the war room Comuander Leonard is
receiving a briefing on the captured alien pilot."

"How i s the pilot?" Enerson asked.

Eyes-front, the nessenger replied: "It stopped functioning over an hour ago, Sir. But the
autopsy is complete.”

General Emerson asked Dana to acconmpany himto the war room it was the first time they
had had a chance to talk in sone weeks, but Rolf was careful to steer the conversation away from
the issue of the aliens. He knew full well what nust be going through Dana's mnd, but there was
as yet no proof about the nature or identity of the invaders. Rolf hoped that the briefing would
put an end to this once and for all, and wondered what Dana's nother woul d have done. But then
had Admiral Hunter, Max, Mriya, and the others, not gone off on their Expeditionary M ssion, none
of this mght be happening now Mriya had turned agai nst her own kind once before, and Rolf was
certain that she would have remained on Earth's side in the present conflict.

Dana had to be nmade to realize that the Zentraedi were in no way connected with the
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Robot ech Masters. O course it was true that as clones of that very group there was bl ood between
them but the Zentraedi had gone off on their own; they had becone their own people, and Dana was
nmore than any other Zentraedi representative of this great change. There was no ki nship between
her and these clones the Robotech Masters had brought to Earth; there was only enmty between
them she had no brothers or sisters to that ship, any nore than the people of Earth who had
fought one another through the course of history felt bl ood between thensel ves.

The chiefs-of-staff were seated around that grouping of tables Rolf still w shed
triangular, with Leonard in his customary place at the curved apex, and Dr. Byron from Def ense
Medi cal standing off to his right. Byron was a tall nman, whose head often appeared too small for
his massive torso. He had sharp, pointed features, and a dark brown nustache that was a perfect
inverted match for his arched and bushy eyebrows, giving his face a somewhat comic turn, at odds
with the no-nonsense forceful ness of his personality.

Emerson and Sterling's entry had obviously interrupted the man. Rolf introduced Dana to
Leonard and the staff, seeing the analytical glint in the supreme commander's eye now t hat he had
a visual imge of this person he had not seen in years, save for a brief handshake at the Acadeny
cerenonies. But he was nore than civil to Dana, conplinenting her on the recon nission and the
capture of the Bioroid.

Leonard bade Dr. Byron continue with his findings.

"First of all, we found sonething remarkable inside the pilot's body," Byron said, reading
fromhis notes. "There was some sort of bio-electrical device inplanted in its solar plexus.
Subsequent analysis of this showed it to be similar to the animating chips used early on by Dr.
Emi| Lang' s teans of Robotechnicians in the manufacture of Earth necha.”

Enerson's hand shot up. He gestured inpatiently until Byron acknow edged him

“I"'msorry to interrupt, Doctor. But was the pilot human or not?"

"Ch, definitely not human," Byron said, shaking his head.

Rol f heard Dana's heavy sigh of disappointnment as the doctor continued.

"But | will say that it surpasses anything we ever attenpted in the way of bio-nechani cal
creations. In fact, this animating device we found in the android' s solar plexus is nothing if not
akin to an artificial soul."

The suprene comuander cleared his throat loudly. "Let's keep theol ogy out of this," he
directed at Byron. "Just stick to the facts, Doctor."

Byron wi nced at the rebuke and nervously adjusted the collar of his jacket.

"Qur belief is that this race was forced to adapt to hostile environnents as it began its
expansi on across the gal axy, and that an android bi o-systemwas the natural outgrowth of this.”

Leonard broke in again. "These aliens are not even the mcronized Zentraedi we first
t hought, but an arny of programed androids in control of devastating bio-nmechanical weapons. It's
obvious to ne that the Robotech Masters found it nmuch easier to use androids than clones." He
| ooked around the tables, then stood up, hands pressed to the table. "So nuch the easier for us,
then. W& are waging a war against an artificial lifeform gentlenen, and we should have no qual ns
about destroying it-utterly.”

Suddenly Dana was on her feet. "Comander, you're mstaken," she said. She raised her
voice a notch to cut through the comments. "That Bioroid pilot may have been an android, but |
believe that we're dealing with a race of |iving beings-not a soulless arny of machines."”

Byron narrowed his eyes and rocked forward on the balls of his feet. "My observations are
conpl etely docunented,"” he countered. "What proof do you have to back up this absurd position?"

"I"ve had some first-hand experience in dealing with them" Dana shot back. But she now
felt Rolf's hand tighten on her arm

"Sterling, sit down!" he told her

Leonard | ooked furious. "Look here, I'mfamliar with your report, but it's possible
you' ve mi sread your experiences, Lieutenant. The aliens could have inplanted certain things in
your mind. If they're capable of creating androids of this advanced form who knows what el se
they're able to do?"

"No," Dana said back to him "Wy do you refuse to accept the possibility I mght be

right?!"

Leonard slanmed his fist on the table. "Don't provoke us, Lieutenant. Quiet down at once
or I'Il be forced to have you renoved fromthis session.”

But Dana was on a roll, the persistent nature of her alien side well in control of her
now. "You're fools if you refuse to hear ne out!"” she told the staff.

"Renove this insubordinate!" Leonard commanded. "1've heard enough!"

Two sentries had stepped in and taken hold of her arns.
But Enerson, too, was on his feet now. "Perhaps we should listen to her."
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"l haven't got time for her disruptions,"” Leonard said stiffly.

Dana was pulled fromthe room twi sting and ki cking, even breaking free of their hold once
to call everyone an idiot. Rolf only hoped that Leonard was willing to overl ook sone of it. He sat
down as a conciliatory gesture, exchanging | ooks with the suprene comrander

"Go on with your report, Dr. Byron," Leonard said after a nonent.

Byron wrapped things up, losing nost of the staff when he turned to technicalities.

Leonard cleared his throat.

"CGentlenen, it seens to ne our course is clear: we nust commit ourselves to the total
destruction of these androids."

Al'l but Enerson voiced their concurrence.

Leonard threw the chief of staff a dirty |ook as he stood up. "Do you have sonething to
add, Ceneral ?"

Emer son kept his voice controlled. "Only this: if these aliens possess any hunan
qualities, we should try to negotiate. Fighting can't be the only alternative. Look what happened
during the Robotech War-"

"Surely you don't believe that we could ever conme to terns with a group of barbarians, do
you Emerson?”

"That's probably just what Russo and Hayes and the rest of the UEDC said before Dol za's
armada incinerated this planet," Rolf said with a sneer. "I believe anything is better than a
continued loss of lives."

"Per haps, perhaps,” the suprene comuander allowed. "But their advanced technol ogy | eaves
us no other choice. Even if we could negotiate, we'd be doing so froma position of weakness, not
strength, and that could prove fatal. It's out of the question! Now, will there be anything el se
fromyou, General ?"

Leonard hadn't even heard him Rolf said to hinmself as he took his seat. Wrse, the
commander was actually repeating the justification Russo and his dooned council had used before
firing the G and Cannon at an alien arnmada of over four nmillion warships

"No, Conmander," Enmerson said weakly. "Not now. "

Soneone wi || whisper the proper words over our graves.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Confronted with the issue of [Suprene Comuander Leonard's] militaristic nmegal omania, we are
tenpted to point to the past and renind one another that history repeats itself. | know of no
other statenment that so deneans us as a planetary race. Since Humankind | ooked the Momnolith in the
face this authorless theory has been used to both excuse and justify our shortsightedness and
shortconmi ngs; to explain away our foolish actions and violent choices. But isn't it tine that we
asked ourselves why history has to repeat itself? Short of positing a new theory of reincarnation-
with the sanme greedy nmen caught up in an eternal return to wage the sane war over and over again-
we are left in the dark. Certainly Leonard was being pressured by Chairman Moran, and certainly he
had i nherited the bl oodstained mantle |eft behind by T. R Edwards; but where are the actua

chai ns, biogenetic or otherwi se, that enslave himto history's dark fl ow? Perhaps we shoul d | ook
to the Robotech Masters for answers. Or the Protoculture itself.

Maj or Alice Harper Argus (ret.), Fulcrum Comrentaries on the Second Robotech \War

"The officers on the general staff are nothing but a bunch of idiots," Dana reported to her
t eammat es when she rejoi ned themin Mnunent Sector Five, a usually crowded downtown district of
shopping and office malls that was all but deserted today.

Wth Angelo Dante in tenporary conmand, the squad had just relieved the 14th squad
Tactical Arnored and al ready positioned their Hovertanks. Dana had roared up out of nowhere,
executing a neat front leap fromthe nose of the Valkyrie, and i mediately begun to regal e them
with an account of the briefing session with Commander Leonard. Both Sean and Angel o wondered to
thensel ves what m ght be the outcone of Dana's being forcibly ejected fromthe war room either
one of them stood the chance of receiving a pronotion if the |lieutenant was busted because of her
actions.

Louie waited for Dana to finish before telling her what he had | earned at the forensic |ab
after she had left.

"We discovered that the relay we thought was a control device is actually sone kind of
soni ¢ frequency receiver."

"So?" Dana asked him

Loui e adjusted his goggles. "So the Bioroid is probably controlled by a m xture of
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tel epat hi c suggestion and signals fromartificial sensors.”

Dana's face fell. "You mean the Bioroids aren't controlled by the pilots? After | just
shot off nmy nmouth back there-"

“I"msure they can be," Louie said encouragingly, "but not like we originally thought. It
| ooks |ike sone kind of higher intelligence may be controlling themby renote control."

“I don't get it," said Angelo, trying to scratch his head through his hel net.

"Someone or something is actually feeding instructions to the android pilots,"” Louie
expl ai ned.

"They're not clones then?"

Loui e shook his head.

Dana still refused to believe any of this. "Wl I, anyway," she started to say, "I told

them.."

Al at once alert sirens were blaring throughout the city. Dana ordered everyone back to
their Hovertanks (executing yet a second gymastic | eap as she nounted her own), and switched on
her radio. The net was alive with a thousand voices, but she didn't need to try and nmake sense of
the reports. One | ook up expl ained everything: the skies above Monunent City were filled with the
aliens' scarablike troop carriers.

"It's a full-scale eneny attack!" Sean said.

"If you have any alternative, don't shoot directly at their cockpits,
he threw hinmself into the Hovertank's seat. "W might be able to capture one!"

Hundreds of alien ships were closing on the city, but now, even higher overhead, appeared
the telltal e atnospheric streaks of Al pha fighters, breaking formation and falling in to engage
their Robotech enemes. A hail of brilliant yellow fire, calculated to angle away fromthe city
itself, was |aunched agai nst the invaders, Skylord and Swordfish nissiles and Tefl on rounds
i mpacting on the rust-colored crafts' arnmored hulls to little or no effect. The sky was lit up
with tracers, dazzling crescents of light, and fiery explosions. But the troop carriers continued
their attack, not only weathering the storm but returning their own brand of hell fire as the
Al phas conpl eted their descent and dropped bel ow them The four-nuzzled guns of revol ving
undercarriage turrets spewed |ight and death across the sky, taking down fighters faster than the
eye could keep track. Trailing tails of dense black snoke, Al phas plunged uncontrolled toward the
city, while others were sinply disintegrated in mdflight. Pilots drifting homeward on synsilk
chutes were cut down as well

"It looks like there's nmore than we can handl e, Lieutenant,” Angel o shouted over the net.

Dana said nothing. There had to be a way to di sable those Bioroids w thout harmng the
pilots, she thought. There had to be a way-but how?

Now hat ches on the side of the troop carriers sprang open. Bioroids nounted on their
Hoverpl atfornms were disgorged fromthe ships in a seeningly unending line. They fell upon the
city, untouched by the Al pha fighters, outmaneuvering themin alnost every instance and bringing
their own disc guns to bear against them The Bioroids fanned out over the city, as though
searching for sonmething that had as yet eluded them From every sector cane reports of their
descent, but there was no clearcut sense of their notive. They landed finally in unvarying groups
of three and spread through the city streets on foot.

Most of Monunment City was packed away in the enornous underground shelters that had becone
as much a part of city life since the Gobal GCvil War as a Sunday stroll in the park. But, as
al ways, there were those who had opted to return hone first to sal vage sone precious kni ckknack
or nake certain that famly or friends had already departed; and then there were the di ehards who
sinmply refused, and the thrill-seekers who lived for this sort of thing. And it was these | ast
groups that the Bioroids noved against, fulfilling the directives of the Masters to capture as
many M croni ans as possible. Unseen by Dana and the rest of the 15th, and as yet unreported by the
Civil Defense networks, the Bioroids were engaged in a novel formof |ooting: using their massive
met al shod fists to smash through the walls of dwellings and shops, and grab in those sane hands
what ever Human straggl ers they could find, often unknowi ngly crushing themto death before
returning themto the troop carriers

Utinmately the Bioroids entered the canyons of downtown and found the 15th waiting for

Loui e yell ed before

t hem
Sean said, "Heads up, folks, here they cone!"
"Have any bright ideas, Louie?" the sarge asked.
"Yeah, | do," the corporal answered, ignhoring Dante's sarcasm "If you aimto either side
of the cockpit, you can tenporarily paralyze the pilot."
"Now why the hell would | want to do that, N chols?!'" Dante bell owed.
Dana cut into the tac net. "Angelo, just do as he says-it's inportant,'

she announced
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cryptically. "W've got to try to avoid hitting the pilots directly."

"Whose side are you on?" Dante got out just in tine.

The Bioroids | ocosed plasma bolts fromtheir Hoverpl atforns top-nmunted guns as they
approached, one of the first shots finding Dante's necha; the explosion threw the Hovertank fifty
feet fromits position in the center of the street, but the sergeant rode it out, reconfiguring to
d adi ator node during the resultant back flip and swi nging the cannon around for a counterstrike
Dana had al so reconfigured her necha. She hopped the self-propelled gun over to Dante's new
resting place, just as the sergeant blew one of the Bioroids fromthe air.

"Angel o, listen to ne-1 want you to try to shoot down their Hovercraft first."
"What are you up to, Lieutenant?" he fired back at her
"Once you've got 'emoff their Hovercraft,". Dana went on, "shoot at their |egs and put

“em out of conmission." She was trying her best to make this sound appealing to Dante, but she
could just imagine his face, screwed up in anger under the hel net.

The Bi oroids were conming in |low now, not nore than ten yards off the ground, Bow e, Sean
and Louie a barricade they'd never get past. The 15th trio blew the Hoverplatfornms out from under
the attackers, even as explosions rocked the street all around them Bioroids fell with ground-
shaki ng crashes, while others decided to leap fromtheir crafts and take up positions in recessed
doorways and storefronts. Downtown becanme a war zone as both sides punped pulsed fire through the
streets. The sides of highrise buildings collapsed and cornices and friezes crunbled to the
cratered street. G ass rained down in deadly slivers fromw ndows bl own out hi gh above the
fighting.

Dana ordered her teamto reconfigure fromdadiator to Battloid for possible hand-to-hand
encounters.

The street and surrounding area was pure devastati on now, but the eneny had been held at
the 15th's line. No one bothered to ask what the aliens were |ooking for, or where they hoped to
get. Still in Battloid node, the squad headed for the cover and continued to trade salvos with the
entrenched group who had taken the far end of the avenue. Once again, Dana rem nded themto go for
the Il egs and not the cockpits. But this tinme Sean took issue with her

"They can still blast us if we do that," he pointed out. "W've gotta take a chance and
aimat an area near those cockpits, Lieutenant."

"They' re androids, damm it, androids!" Angelo yelled over the net.

"“I'"m convinced they're not, Sergeant!"

"Well what's the difference whether they' re androids or clones?!'” Dante said as debris
froma shattered store sign fell on him He thought his Battloid through a front |eap that took
himclear across the street. "They're still shooting at us!"

"We've got to capture one!"

Wt hout warning, a Bioroid appeared behind Dana's necha and | oosed a bl ast at her. She
spun but not in time. Fortunately Angel o saw the nove and managed to take the thing out, slugs
from his chai ngun tearing open the eneny's cockpit.

"So much for |leg shots,” Dante said.

"That's one | owe you," Dana responded tight-1ipped.

Bi oroi ds had taken to the rooftops and were pouring everything they had into the street.
Troop carriers were dropping in to assist, and things quickly took a turn for the worse.

"We'll never be able to hold them " Sean said, voicing what all of them were thinking.

But just as suddenly, the battle began to reverse itself, through no effort of the 15th.
The Bioroids were returning to their Hoverplatfornms and naking for the scarab ships, seenmingly in
retreat.

Dante said as much over the net and ranged in the Trojan Horse's forward viewfinder. One
of the Bioroids had a civilian clutched in its hand. Dante turned and found another-the civilian
l'inmp, probably dead. Everywhere he | ooked now, he saw the sane scene.

"They' re taki ng hostages!" he told Dana. Traversing his cannon, he took aimon one of the
Bi oroids, nuttering to hinmself, "You' re a goner now, buddy..."

But Dana positioned her Battloid in front of him preventing a clear shot at his target.

"Angel o, stop! You'll kill the hostage-"

Two Bioroids blew the words fromher, with shots that would have thrown her face-forward
to the ground had Dante not been there to catch her

"That's two | owe you," she said with sone effort.

They both dropped their Battloids into a crouch and returned fire. Many of the Bioroids
were |left wthout Hovercraft and were obviously bent on going down fighting. There would be no
captives here, just a scrap pile of necha and android parts.

Dana did nanage to blow the | egs out from under one of their nunber, but a second |ater
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the thing seemed to self-destruct. And when they did that, there weren't even parts left, just
menori es.

Further down the street the troop carriers were lifting off. The 15th was pi nned down,
unable to stop them Still other carriers were landing close in to the fighting, picking up troops
who woul d have been abandoned. Could they be getting short of firepower, Dana wondered?

The 15th pushed their line forward and took two nmore city bl ocks fromthe dw ndling nunber
of eneny troops. Then ultimately they found thenmselves firing on the carriers thensel ves as they
were lifting off, presumably returning to the fortress.

"There they go," Dante said, |aying his weapon aside. "I wonder what they're planning to
do with all those hostages?"

"That's a good question, Sergeant," said Bow e.

"Yeah, a real good question," said Sean

General Emerson and Commander Leonard watched the withdrawal fromthe central tower of the
command center. Below, nuch of the city was in ruin; the sky above was snoke and orange fl ane.

"Negotiating couldn't have been worse than this!" Enerson said in disgust, turning away
fromthe w ndow

"Don't nmake assunptions,” Leonard told himfromhis seat. "Who's to say that if we had
tried to sit down and reason with themthe results woul d have been any different? W may have
prevented a worse disaster.”

Emerson was too frustrated to counter the remark.

A staff officer entered the roomjust then and Leonard got to his feet anxiously.

"Well, what's the figure?" he denanded.

"Over two hundred citizens have been kidnapped, sir. But the figure nay go hi gher once al
sectors have reported in."

"I see..." Leonard said, visibly distressed. "In the official report, list themas
casual ties of the battle."”

Emerson threw Leonard a | ook, which the comuander took in stride. Did the fool really
expect himto tell the civilian population that the aliens were now taking people fromtheir hones
for sone unknown purpose?

"Yessir," the staff sergeant snapped.

"I don't know what they're up to," Leonard said under his breath. "But whatever it is, it
won't work-not as long as | have a single nan left to fight them™

CHAPTER EI GHT

Cone on, people, we've done this before and we can do it again. There isn't one of us-except for
the tots-who didn't see our homes and lives wi ped out by the rounds and missiles of one faction or
anot her. So, think back to those days, remenber how we had to build and rebuild. And renenber that
we never |ost sight of tonorrow. W can | ean on each other and pull through this, or we can al
retreat into our individual msery and | ose everything. I'mgoing to leave it up to each and every
one of you. But | know what |I'mgoing to do: I'"'mgoing to roll up ny shirtsleeves, grab hold of
this shovel, and dig nyself out of this ness!

From Mayor Tommy Luan's speech to the residents of SDF-1 Macross, as quoted in Luan's High Ofice

The hunman booty that resulted fromthe Bioroid raid on Monument City was being housed in a nassive
stasis sphere inside the Masters' grounded flagship-a | um nescent gl obe over fifty yards in
di ameter that had once been used to store the specinen clones derived fromthe cell tissues of the
Tirolian scientist, Zor. O the three-hundred-odd victims of the kidnapping foray, only seventy-
five had survived the ordeal. These nen, wonmen, and children were drifting weightlessly in the
gaseous chanber now, as the three Masters | ooked on dispassionately. The tinme had come to subject
one of the captives to a xylonic cerebral probe to determ ne not only the psychol ogi cal nmake-up of
the Humans, but to ascertain their involvement with the Protoculture as well

At the Masters' behest an antigrav beamretrieved one of the deanimated Earthling nal es
and conveyed himto the mnd probe table, a circular platformsonething like a light table, lit up
by the internal circuitry of its nunerous scanning devices. The subject was a young tech, still in
uni form his handsone face a mask of death. He was carefully positioned supine on the transparent
surface of the platformby the antigrav beam while the Masters took to the table's contro
console, a bow like apparatus slightly larger than the xylonic scanner, its rima series of
pressure-sensitive activation pads.

"But can we extract the information we want from what is no doubt an inferior exanple of
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the speci es?" Bowkaz put to his conpanions. Their choice had been based on the fact that this one
was clothed in an Earth Forces uniform there had been captives of higher rank, but they had
expired in transit.

"W will at least be able to determine the depth of their reliance on the Protoculture,”
Dag returned.

Si x winkled hands were laid on the sensor pads; the conmbined will of three mnds directed
the scanning process. X-ray images and internal schematics of the Human were di spl ayed on the
control console's central screen.

"Their evolutionary devel opnent is nore limted than we thought,"” Shai zan coment ed.

As the probes were focused on cerebral nenory centers, video inmages replaced the roller-
coaster graphics; these so-called menonic schenmatics actually translated the el ectroengranmic
cerebral pulses into visual wavel engths, permitting the Masters to view the subject's past. Wat
pl ayed on the circular nonitor screen were scenes that were to sone extent archetypically human
preverbal nenories of infancy, recollections of school life, cadet training, nonents of |ove and
| oss, beauty and pain.

The Masters had little trouble understanding the i mages of training and hierarchica
i nduction, but were |ess certain when the scenes contai ned some neasure of enotional content.

"Inefficient command structure and grotesquely prinitive weapons system" Bowkaz of fered,
as mlitary menories surfaced.

Now a fleeting inmage of a run through Earth's tall green grass, a conpanion al ongside. .

"I's this the specinen's femal e counterpart?"

"Most likely. Qur previous studies have shown that the two sexes intermx quite freely and
that the Earthlings apparently select specific mates. | believe that we are seeing an exanpl e of
what nmight be referred to as the courting ritual."

"“A barbaric behavioral pattern.”

"Yes... The species reproduces itself through a process of self-contained childbirth. There
is no evidence of biogenetic engi neering what soever."

"Random ..foolish,"” nuttered Dag.

"But sonething about themis worrisone," said Shaizan. "It is no wonder the Zentraedi were
defeated." He lifted his aged hands fromthe sensor pads, effectively deactivating the probe.

The young cadet on the table sat up, seeningly unaffected and reawakened; but there was no
life left in his eyes: whatever was once his individual self had been taken from him by the
Masters' probe, and what renmai ned was enpty consci ousness, |ike a hand wi ped clean of prints and
lines, awaiting that first fold and flex..

"There is little chance of using these beings to pilot our Bioroids," Bowkaz pronounced.
"The scanni ng process al one has destroyed nuch of this one's neural circuitry. W would need to
recondi tion each of themto suit our purpose..."

But if this part of their plan was foiled, it was at |east encouraging to have | earned
that not all Humans had know edge of the Protoculture, except in ternms of its application to the
enhancenent of technol ogy. They had not yet discovered its true val ue..

"...And this is to our advantage," said Dag. "lgnorant, they will not oppose our renoving
the Protoculture matrix fromthe ruins of Zor's dinensional fortress."

"But we must prevent themfromcarrying out these attacks against us. Can they be reasoned

with?"
Bowkaz scowl ed. "They can be threatened."
"And easily manipulated...l feel that the tinme has cone to call down a rescue ship.”
"But we are so close to our goal," Dag objected.

Shai zan | ooked to his conpanion. There was an unm stakabl e el enent of inpatience in Dag's
attitude, surely a contagion spread by the Earthlings who had been allowed to scout the fortress.
O perhaps by the very specinmens the Bioroids had brought in. All the nore reason to abandon the
surface of the planet as quickly as possible.

"The tinme has conme for us to activate Zor Prine and insinuate himanong the Humans. The
clone so resenbles themthat they will accept himas one of their own."

Bowkaz concurred. "W will achieve a two-fold purpose: by inplanting a neuro-sensor in the
clone's brain, we will be able to nonitor and control his activities."

"And second?" Dag asked anxiously.

"The realization of our original plan for the clone: as the contam nation takes hold of
him the neural imagery of Zor will be awakened. And once that occurs, we will not only know
preci sely where the Protoculture device has been hidden, but exactly how it operates."

Shai zan cane close to smling. "The Invid will be stopped and the galaxy will be ours once
again."
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Bowkaz | ooked at the Human subject, then the stasis sphere itself. "And what of these?" he
asked hi s conpani ons.

Shai zan turned his back. "Destroy them" he said.

"Specinen is in position and proton disposal is on standby," reported the bio-lab tech

Conmander Leonard stepped to the permapl as observati on wi ndow and gave a | ast | ook at the
alien android. It had been laid out on its back on a flyout platformcentral to the huge
sanitization tank. Curiously, soneone in forensic had thought to reclothe the dissected thing in
its uniform Consequently, this routine disposal was beginning to feel nore |ike a wake than
anyt hing el se, and Leonard didn't |ike that one bit.

The sanitization chanber resenbl ed the seal ed barrel of an enornmous gun, its curved inner
surface an array of circular ports linked by conduits to tanks of cleansing chenicals or particle-
beam accel erators. No one had expected the suprenme commander to drop by, and it was only
happenst ance that accounted for his presence-he and his retinue had been in the area and Col one
Fredericks of the GW had invited himover to witness the process. Rolf Enerson was al so present.

Leonard was just about ready to give the tech the gosign, when Lieutenant Sterling cane
running in, urging himto wait, urging himnot to give the signal

"Commander ," she said out of breath. "You can't just destroy him He should be returned to
hi s people. Perhaps we can bargain-"

Leonard was still burning fromDana's interruptions at the briefing, so he turned on her
harshly now, gesturing to the lifeless formin the tank. "It's an unthinking piece of protoplasm
even when alive, Lieutenant! Do you seriously believe that the aliens would bargain for this?!"

Rol f Emerson was ready to drag Dana away before she could respond, but she ignored his
glare, even raised her voice sonme. "Wiy woul d " unthi nki ng pi eces of protoplasm bother to take
Human host ages, Commander? Answer that!”

Leonard wi nced and | ooked around, wondering if anyone w thout a clearance had caught
Sterling' s coment. Fredericks understood, and stepped behind Dana, gently taking hold of her
ar ms.

"Let nme go!" Dana threw over her shoul der

Frederi cks backed off, then said in | ow tones: "Cal mdown, Lieutenant. There were no
host ages taken yesterday, there were only casualties. And in any event, this matter has nothing
whatever to do with you."

"Activate!" Dana heard the commander say. He had turned away from her, hands fol ded behind
hi s back, silhouetted agai nst the observati on wi ndow now as a flash of bright |ight disintegrated
the alien corpse. Follow up chenicals poured fromtwo ports removing any renai ning traces of
tissue.

Dana stood notionl ess; unresponsive to Leonard as he shoul dered by her, dism ssing her
Frederi cks and Enerson closed in on her

"Now t hen, Lieutenant," the GW col onel began sinisterly.

"WII you take your hands off me?!" Dana yelled, twisting free of his grip

Rol f stepped in front of her. "Dana," he said, controlled but obviously furious,

"consi dering your past record, you risk a great deal by coming here like this. You know the
puni shrent for insubordination is severe-and don't think for a nonent that I'Il intervene on your
behal f."

"Yes, of course. Sir!"

Rol f softened sone. "Believe nme, | share your concern that Commander Leonard has been too
resolute in this matter, but I'"'min no position to debate his actions and neither are you. Do |
make nysel f cl ear?"

Dana's lips were a thin line. "Clear, sir,

she said stiffly. "Clear as day."

The 15th, |ike nany of the other ATAC squads, had been assigned to nop-up duty. There were
sections of Monunent City untouched by the recent attack, but this was nore than nade up for by
the devastation el sewhere. Still, it was business as usual for the civilians: thanks to
Robot echnol ogy, rebuilding wasn't the chore it would have been twenty years ago, even though there
were relatively few necha units given over to construction. Many wondered how Macross had been
able to rebuild itself so often wi thout the advantage of nbdern techni ques and naterials, not to
menti on nodul ar design innovations. One woul d hear stories about Macross constantly, conparisons
and such, but what al ways surfaced was a sense of nostalgia for the older, cruder ways, nostalgia
for a certain spirit that had been |ost.

Dana's generation didn't quite see things that way, however. In fact, they felt that
Monunent had nore spirit than any of its prototypes. Wiereas Hunter's generati on had been brought
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up during an era of war-the G vil War, then the Robotech-Dana and her peers had enjoyed al nost
twenty years of peace. But they had been raised to expect war, and now that it was here, they
sinply did their part, then returned to the hedonistic pursuits that had always rul ed them and
provided themw th a necessary bal ance to the dark predictions of their parents and el ders.

In this way, nop-up operations were usually excuses for block parties. Cvilians left the
shelters and started partying as soon as they could, and the younger nenbers of the Arny of the
Sout hern Cross were so easily distracted and seduced..

"CGet a nove on, Bowi e!" Dana yelled over her shoul der, as she | eaned her Hovercycle into a
turn.

Bowi e was hal f-a-dozen | engths behind her, with power enough to catch up with her, but
short on nerve. She had conned himinto sneaking away from patrol for a few quick drinks at the
club he frequented on leave. It was a crazy stunt to be pulling, but Dana was inmune to his
war ni ngs. VWat's the difference, she had told him The H gh Conmand never listens to a word |I have
to say anyway, so why should | listen to thenf

Ch, he had argued with her, but as always she got the better of him

"Hey, slow down!" he begged her fromhis cycle. "Are you crazy or sonething?"

It was a foolish question to be asking soneone who had just wal ked out on patrol, so Bow e
simply shook his head and gave the mecha nore throttle.

The club (called Little Luna, an affectionate termfor the Robotech Factory Satellite that
had been in geosynchronous orbit until the arrival of the alien ships) was SRO by the tine Dana
and Bowi e arrived; it was body-to-body on the dance floor and tighter than that everywhere el se.
But Bowi e enjoyed a certain cachet because he played there so often, and it wasn't |ong before
they had two seats at the bar

"Let me have a bottle of your best Scotch," Dana told the bartender. She asked Bowie to
join her, but he refused.

"I don't know what's buggi ng you," he said, "but don't you think you m ght be goi ng about
this the wong way? | nmean, getting thrown in the brig isn't going to prove anything-"

Dana silenced himby putting her hand over his nmouth. Her attention was riveted on soneone
who had just appeared on-stage.

"Ladi es and gentl enen, boys and girls, haves and have-nots,
Sul l'ivan!"

Bowi e noved Dana's hand aside and | eaned around her. Sullivan was taking a quick bow for
the crowd. He was a handsonme man in his early thirties, on the old side for the follow ng he
enjoyed, and fairly conservative to boot. C ean shaven and whol esone | ooki ng, he wore his wavy
brown hair in a kind of archaic ponpadour, and liked to affect tailcoats with velvet |apels. Bow e
coul d never understand his appeal, although he sang well enough

"What a fox!" Dana conment ed.

Bowi e made a face. "W jamtogether sonetines."

"You jamwith that hunk? Bowi e, | should have been conming to this club with you a | ong
tinme ago."

Dana was too preoccupied to notice Bowie's shrug of indifference. "He's a newconer."

Sul l'ivan had spotted Bowi e and was | eaving the stage and headi ng toward the bar, pawed at by sone
of the overeager. "He's coning over here," he told Dana quietly. "Don't nake a driveling fool of
yoursel f."

Dana's eyes lit up as Sullivan shook Bowi e's hand. "I'm gl ad you stopped by, Bow e," Dana
heard hi msay. "How would you feel about acconmpanying ne on “It's You' ? |'m having sone trouble
with my romantic inmage."

Dana t hought hi meven better-1ooking up close. And he snelled terrific. "That's hard to
believe," she piped in

Sullivan turned to her. "Have we nmet?" he said annoyed.

"This is Lieutenant Dana Sterling, George," said Bow e.

Sullivan stared at her: did his eyes narrow with interest just then, or did she inagine
it, Dana asked herself? He was reaching for her hand. "A pleasure,"” she said, restraining herself
fromgiving the mascul i ne handshake she was accustoned to.

"My pleasure," said Sullivan, a bit too forcefully. He held on to her hand | onger than he
had to, communi cating sonething with his eyes she could not fathom

the deej ay announced. "George

The three Masters stood before a towering curved wall of strobing lights and fl ashing
schematics. Their hands reached out for the sensor pads of a control console.

"Vectors are coordinated," said nunmber three. "Ready to override the M cronians
comuni cati ons network."
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"Let us begin imediately!" said Shaizan, aware too late of the haste inplied by his tone.
Bowkaz called himon it.

"I's this inmpati ence? Now you are begi nning to show signs of contam nation!"”

Shai zan grow ed slightly through clenched, vestigial teeth, yellow with age and di suse.

"Enough, " said Dag, putting a quick end to the argunent. "Conmence override..."

From his chanbers in the United Earth Headquarters, Conmmander Leonard spoke with the
Republic's prine nminister via video-phone. A white-haired nustachi oed politico who had served |ike
Leonard under T. R Edwards, Chairnman Moran wore his badge of office on his right breast, and his
sidearmto bed. He had | earned tactics from Edwards, and that made hi ma dangerous man indeed.

"Your Excellency," Leonard said deferentially, "we nust wait until we know nore about the
al i ens before launching a preenptive strike. Frankly, ny staff is split"

"The final judgnent is of course yours,"” the chairman interrupted. "But | hope you
understand that it's becom ng increasingly difficult for ne to defend your inaction. If you' re not
up toit..."

Leonard tried to keep his enotions in check as Moran left his threat unfinished. "I
understand mny obligations to the council," he said evenly.

Moran's head nodded in the nonitor's field. "Good. | expect you to coordinate your attack
pl ans as soon as possible.”

The screen i mage de-rezzed and Leonard drew a hand down his face in frustration. Curse
Edwards for leaving me to this! he said to hinself.

But suddenly the screen was alive again: Leonard opened his eyes to wavering bars of
static and nulticolored contour lines. Then there was a voice attached to the oscillations-high-
pi tched and synt hesi zed, though its nmessage was cl ear

"Consider this a final warning," it began. "Interfere with our attenpts to |l eave this
pl anet and you face extinction.”

A second threat in as many m nutes.

The nmonitor screen went blindingly wite.

CHAPTER NI NE

Any assessment of T. R Edwards's |egacy must take into account the feudal structures his socia
and political programs fostered. It is not enough to say that the Council was organi zed al ong
feudal lines; Human conventions and nores just as often reflect the nature of the ruling body as
influence it. Feudalismruled, both as political doctrine and spirit of the tines, fromthe
government on down to the constituency.

"Overlords," History of the Second Robotech War, Vol. CXII

Dana and Bowi e spent two hours in the club-two wonderful hours for Dana, tal king with George,
listening to himsing. He perforned a nedley of oldies, including several by Lynn-M nnei that were
currently enjoying a revival. She sat at the piano, chin resting on her folded hands, while Bow e
pl ayed and the audi ence appl auded. And George sang for her. Afterwards he wanted to know all about
her-Bow e, that dear, had often spoken of her to himbut he wanted to know nore. All about her

m ssions with the 15th, especially the recent one, when they had been responsible for bringing
down the alien fortress. He let her go on and on-perhaps too far because of the Scotch she had
consuned. But it had felt so good to get it all out, to talk to sonmeone who was i ntensely
interested in her life. In fact, he hardly tal ked about hinself at all, and that was certainly
sonmet hing that set himapart fromnost of the nen she net.

She was nounted on her Hovercycle now, waiting for Bowie to say his good-byes and join her
for the return trip to the barracks. Back to the real world. However, it was a different world
than the one she | ooked out on only hours ago; fresh and revived, suddenly full of limtless
possibilities.

Bowi e appeared and swung one | eg over his cycle.

"l can't get that last song out of my mind," Dana told him stars in her eyes. "I've heard
you nmention George before, but why didn't you tell nme he was so special ?"

"Because | don't really know himthat well,"” Bowi e said. "He keeps to hinmself." He
activated his cycle and strapped in while it warnmed. "W better get a nove on."

"I's he perform ng here agai n?" Dana wanted to know.

"Yeah, he's doing a set later tonight," Bowi e returned absently. Then he noticed that Dana
had swi tched off her cycle.

"Dana..."
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She was headed back into the club. "Don't worry about ne. | just want to say good night.
Take off. 1'Il catch up with you later."

Bow e sighed, exasperated, though he had little doubt she would catch up

Dana went in through the stage entrance this tine, noticing inside that sone conedi an had
tanpered with the sign above the door-instead of reading EXIT DOOR, it now read EXEDORE. The rear
portion of the building was shared by an adjacent store, and there were nunerous packing crates
stacked here and there, and very little light. Dana called out to George in the darkness, and
headed toward that neager |ight she could discern. Finally she heard the clacking of keyboard tabs
and cl osed on that.

It was a small cubicle, brightly lit, with a cloth curtain for a doorway, and apparently
served as both dressing roomand office. George was seated at the desk, tapping data into a
portabl e conmputer term nal. She called his name, but he was obviously too wapped up in his task
to hear her. So she waited silently by the door, wondering what he could be working on so
diligently. Song lyrics, maybe, or a detailed account of the two hours they had just spent
together. ..

Dana | ooked again at the portable unit. There was sonething famliar about it...Then she
noticed the snmall insignia: the fluted colum above the atonmic circle...enblemof the d oba
Mlitary Police!

Ref | exi vely she drew in her breath and backed out of sight, hoping she hadn't tipped her
hand. CGeorge had stopped. But then she heard himsay: "Just as | thought...| suspected the eneny
fortress had an outer hull weakness."

Pretty weird lyrics, thought Dana.

Cautiously, she peered into the roomonce again. Had she m ssed seei ng someone, or was
George talking to hinsel f? Indeed, he was al one and a nonent | ater gave voice to-her worst fear

"Now if | can just pry some nore information out of the lovely Lieutenant Sterling, maybe
I'"l'l be able to put my theories to the test."

A detailed account of their two hours, all right, Dana said to herself. Sullivan was a GW
spy. And what those doubl e-dealers couldn't pull fromHQ they hoped to learn fromher! And she
had told them Al about the raid on the fortress, the recon mssion, the bio-gravitic network...

George nuttered sonmething, then surprised her further when she heard himsay: "On,

Marl ene, if you were only here!™

She m ght have charged in at that moment if the stage nanager hadn't appeared at the
opposite door. "Five minutes,"” he told Sullivan

Sul l'i van thanked the nan and cl osed up the conputer

Dana backed away and ran to the exit door, her hand at her nouth.

The Masters were pleased with thensel ves, although each was now careful to avoid any
di splays that mght be interpreted as enotional

"WIl they heed our warning?" Dag asked al oud.

"I can't believe they would be so foolish as to ignore it," said Bowkaz. He had been their
voi ce to the Human commander.

Shai zan grunted. "Al'l our questions will be answered soon enough."

"The tine has cone to signal the fleet."

Si x hands reached forward to the consol e.

Dag renoved his hands for an instant, breaking their fink with the conmunicator. "Their
behavi or during the next few hours will indicate whether we have anything nore to fear fromthem"
he said darkly.

"Where have you been?" Angel o Dante said as Dana storned into the 15th's barracks. The
team was assenbled in the rec room talking tactics and stuffing their faces. Dana had heard
war ni ng Kl axons when she first entered the conpound, but had no idea what they signal ed.

"We've been | ooking all over for you, Lieutenant," from Sean now. "Were have you been?"

"Don't ask," Dana told themharshly. "Just tell nme what's going on-are we slotted for
patrol again?"

"Tonorrow norning," the sergeant explained. "Seens another eneny ship is onits way to
Earth, probably to try and rendezvous with the grounded fortress. Hi gh command wants us there on
the ground to neet 'em™

"They' ve already sent Marie up with a welconing committee of TASC interceptors,” Sean
added. "Course they seemto forget we've got no way of fighting themuntil the bright boys down in
data anal ysis give us sonme information."

Dana swal |l owed her initial surprise and smled to herself.
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"Sean, |'ve already taken care of that. | know where to get all the information we need."
They all froze, midaction, waiting for her to finish.
"That's right. I've got a way to get it straight fromthe Gw."

"What do they know that we don't know?" Louie asked her. "We're the ones who brought down
that ship in the first place.”

"But how do we know they didn't |earn sonething fromthat Bioroid pilot?" Dana pointed
out. "I find it awmfully strange that he expired, just like that." She snapped her fingers. "They
got something they're not telling us. Maybe they're even hol ding out on HQ Wy el se woul d
Fredericks have shown up at the zap tank? I'"'mtelling you, the GWw is in on it."

"Even if you're right," Angelo said full of suspicion, "you and what arny's gonna access
t hat data?"

"Those files are top secret, eyes-only," Louie hastened to add.

"“Come on," Dana | aughed, throwi ng up her hands. "Gve ne a little credit, guys. One of
their top agents is working for me-w thout his knowing it, of course.”

It was enough to silence Angelo and tip the goggles off Louie's nose. Bowi e and Sean j ust
started at her.

The song canme back to her as she took in their | ooks.

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

When | turn out the Iight?

You spy for the GW, geek, Dana answered herself and the song. But nowit's you who's
| ost, George Sullivan...

The followi ng nmorning (while Dana showered away romantic feelings for George, decided that
"Marl ene" was probably sonme agi ng rock singer who wore too nuch makeup, and devised a plan to
reverse the tables on suave Sullivan), Lieutenant Marie Crystal's TASC unit attacked the
Eart hbound fortress that had separated itself fromthe alien fleet to rendezvous with its grounded
twin. Mdified cargo shuttles had delivered the Black Lions to the edge of space and the assault
was nounted with an absence of the usual prelimnaries.

Leonard, Emerson, and the joint chiefs nonitored the attack fromthe war room at Defense
Headquarters.

"We're hitting themwith everything we've got, but it's Iike water off a duck's back!"
Leonard heard the lieutenant remark over the com net.

He woul d have been surprised to hear anything different; however, this was one tinme the
chairman wasn't going to get the chance to accuse himof inaction. There was sonme hope early on
that Crystal's squad could fell the fortress as Sterling's had the first, but apparently the
aliens were quick to I earn and not about to repeat m stakes: even if the Black Lions nmanaged to
di sarmt he defensive shields of the descending fortress, they would find the bio-gravitic reactor
port seal ed and unapproachable. And, as Ceneral Enerson had been quick to point out, having a
second fortress crashland on Earth was not exactly optimumin any event. Better to | et them pick
up their weck, Leonard said to hinself as he studied the schematics on the situation board.

Leonard was trying hard not to think about the nessage that had been flashed across his
moni tor earlier that day, and had half convinced hinself that it was an hallucination or the
result of some plot hatched by Enerson's wing of the general staff meant to put himat further
odds with Chairnman Mran's Council

"The assault group reports limted damage to the ship's superstructure,™ a controller
reported now, "but the eneny's force shields remain intact and operational."”

"The attack's having no effect whatsoever, Comander," Enerson said angrily.

Leonard adopted the sane tone. "Then we'll destroy the grounded ship before this one can
arrive to save it."

Emerson grinned wyly. Just who was the commander ki ddi ng? Perhaps he was uttering these
absurdities for posterity, Rolf thought. Leonard had the right idea, they would say. Leonard did
everything he could. Save for the fact everyone knew that the destruction of either fortress
wasn't within their power. Neverthel ess, the Tactical Arnobred units would be deployed to realize
Leonard's grandi ose |ies.

O at least die trying.

Dana had asked Bowie to find out where George lived. Her friend found it hard to believe
that she could think about love at atine like this (lust was the termhe actually used), but he
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rel ented and canme through. She regretted having to keep himin the dark about her plan; however,
she didn't want himgoing into battle with any nore on his mnd than was absol utely necessary.

Once again she put Dante in tenporary command of the unit and set out on her private
m ssion, trailing Sullivan fromhis | owrent apartnent not far fromthe GW nministry, to a grassy
overlook in a restricted area on the outskirts of the city. It was a tedi ous chall enge, since
George had opted to hike to the spot. But once Dana was sure of his destination, she powered her
Hovertank al ong the back roads that |led to the overlook and arrived shortly after he did.

He was standi ng under perhaps the only shade tree on the entire ridgeline, his conmputer
briefcase clutched in his left hand. "Wiat in the world are you doi nhg way out here?" he said, when
she called to himfromthe nmecha's cockpit. "Shouldn't you be with your squadron or sonething?"

"I couldn't bear to be away fromyou any |longer," she told himdramatically. "And | was
hoping |I could get you to join my team..unless you have to report back to the Gw?"

George stepped back fromthe necha as though he had been hit. Dana dismunted and told him
not to worry about it-his secret was safe with her.

"But you used mne," she said, unconcealed hurt in her voice. "And | want to know why. What
are you trying to prove?"

Sullivan's face registered anger. "I"'mnot trying to prove anything." Then he closed his
eyes for a nonment and shook his head. "All right," he said after a noment. "But |'ve never told
this to anyone."

Dana kept quiet while he explained. His sister had been a casualty of the first alien raid
on Monunent CGity, and Sullivan, then an HQ war department tech, blamed hinself for her death-he
had forgotten to pick her up after school and she had been caught up in the attack while waiting
for him

The sort of story Dana had heard all too frequently and beconme sonewhat inured to, despite
the synpathy she felt for him One nmight as well blanme chance or fate, she told herself as
Sul l'i van conti nued.

He had deserted his post to visit her in the hospital and-though severely burned and not
expected to last the night-she had spoken his nanme as if nothing had happened, assigning no bl ane
and concerned that he would soon be alone in the world. That was when the mlitary police had
arrived on the scene; they had cone to arrest him but when they understood the depth of his grief
they realized that he was soneone they could use for their own purposes. He had been with them
ever since, playing both sides of the fence whenever he coul d.

"So you've been wagi ng a one-nan canpai gn agai nst your sister's nurderers,"” Dana said when
he fini shed.

"Whenever | can," he told her

"Tell me one thing: does the GW have new information about the fortress-vul nerable spots
or weaknesses, some place we could hit them and incapacitate then®"

George nodded gravely, aware that he was breaking his security oath. "Yes. W have reason
to believe that we do."

"And it's in that conmputer of yours?"

Agai n he nodded.

Dana smled and took hold of his hand. "Well then, let's put what you've |earned to good
use." She led himback to the Hovertank and gestured to the runble seat. "Wth your data and ny
firepower, we can send these alien invaders packing."

Wth anni hilation discs raining down on themfromall sides, the 15th was throw ng
everything they had agai nst the eneny, often successfully when it cane to downing trios of
Hoversl ed Bioroids (especially in Dana's absence), but ineffectually in terms of their primry
target-the fortress itself. Reports from Headquarters indicated that Crystal's Bl ack Lion team had
fared no better with the incomng ship, nowvisible in the explosion-filled sky above the angry
ridgeline.

"These guys are slippery little devils!" Sean said over the net. "Wat does it take to
nail then®"

"Keep your eyes open and |I'lIl show you," Dante radi oed back

They both had their necha in d adi ator node, their cannons disgorging ear-splitting
vol | eys without |etup.

Dante ranged in his weapon and bl ew one of the airborne Bioroids to debris, just after it
| oosed a shot that nanaged to topple Sean's tank

"Everyt hi ng okay?" Dante asked when Sean righted the thing.

“I"1l live, if that's what you nmean."

"I was talkin' about the tank," the sergeant told him
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This froma guy he had once out-ranked, Sean nuttered to hinmself. "Thanks for your
concern, Sarge."

Then all at once Dana's Val kyrie was in their mdst, oddly enough with a civilian
passenger in the runble seat. Bowi e identified the stranger for the teamand the tac net was
not hi ng but nasty comments for a mnute or so. Sean got in the last word: "Hey Lieutenant, |
didn't know you went for thrill-freaks!"

"Just cut the chatter and give nme some cover," Dana ordered

Ful I -out, her tank was making directly for the fortress, unswerving in the face of the
ground fire it was receiving fromBioroid troops holding the perineter. Sean watched her go
airborne as the tank crested a small rise | ess than one-hundred yards fromthe ship, then | ost her
in the blinding flashes of plasma |ight Al phas and Fal cons were pouring against the fortress's
def ensi ve shi el d.

A trio of Hovercrafts pursued Dana as she skinmed the tank across the ship's arnored
surface, annihilation discs w nging past George's unprotected head as he studi ed the conputer
readouts. Had her hel net not been essential for rapport with the necha, Dana woul d have handed it
back to him

"Have you coordi nated the data yet?"

"It keeps shifting," he yelled into the w nd.

"Keep trying," she urged him piloting the tank through four |anes of disc fire.

They had al ready made one pass over the fortress and she now veered the tank around for a
second, taking out a hovercraft as she conpleted the break. There was no time to place her shots
and she was sorry for that; but if Sullivan's conputer did its job, the end would nore than
justify the nmeans. Relying on the nmecha's lateral guns, her hands | ocked on the handl ebar-1ike
control and trigger nechani sns, she thunbed a second and third Bioroid to destruction

Meanwhi | e the second fortress was eclipsing the sky overhead, threatening to sandw ch her
smal|l craft between it and the grounded ship. Tactical units were |oosing cannon rounds agai nst
its plated underbelly, only adding to her predicanent as the shells often ricocheted and detonated
al ong the Hovertank's course. Dana had al so noticed Logans overhead before the fortress bl ocked
her view, possibly the remmants of Marie Crystal's Black Li on squadron

"The vul nerable area will be exposed when the fortresses attempt a ship-to-ship link up,"

Sullivan said at last. "That'll be the time to hit them"
Dana | ooked up, trying to calculate how rmuch tine they had |left before the fortress
rendered her and her new sweetie a nenory. The ventral surface of the ship was an ugly sight, |ike

the nouth of some techno-spider about to devour them

“I'"mpatching the information directly into your onboard conmputers, Dana. The rest is up
to you."

"Leave it to ne," she started to say, accelerating the nmecha through the narrow ng gap
formed by the two ships. But suddenly a Hovercraft had appeared out of nowhere, raining rear
energy hyphens at her. Then a Bioroid swooped in fromher port side, forcing her dangerously close
to sonme sort of radar glove, a small nmountain on the hull of the ship. As she swerved to avoid it,
she | ost GCeorge.

She heard his screamas he flew out of the runble seat, and craned her head around just in
time to see himcaught in the netal shod fist of a Hovercraft pilot.

Dana swung around hard, but |ost sight of the alien craft. But Marie Crystal was on the
net telling her that she had seen the rear collision and had the eneny right in front of her

Dana couldn't figure out what Marie was doing in the gap, but she didn't stop to think
about it. She shot forward and attained the open skies again, scanning for Marie's Logan-node
Veritech

Bel ow her, one of her teammates had just reconfigured fromtank to Guardi an node and
| oosed a bolt at one of the alien sky-sleds. Dana had a sinking feeling as she traced the shot's
trajectory: it caught the Bioroid that was hol ding George, sending it careening into a fiery spin,
and on a collision course with Marie's fighter.

Crystal broke too late, inpacting against the out-of-control sled and falling into a spin
of her own. Dana didn't know who to watch: the Bioroid holding Sullivan or Marie. Suddenly the
tank that had fired off that fateful round-Sean's tank was reconfiguring to Battloid, and | eaping
up to catch Crystal's ship. Despite her fascination, Dana involuntarily averted her eyes; but when
she | ooked again, both Veritechs were reasonably intact.

Then all at once there was an explosion at nine o' clock. She turned, as her nmecha was
rocked by the shockwaves.

The Bi oroid was history.

And Ceorge Sullivan was dead.
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She screanmed his nanme and flew into the face of the angry fireball, hoping, expecting to
find who knew what. And as her scorched tank enmerged she recalled his last words to her: The rest
is up to you.

I nside the grounded fortress, the Masters watched a schematic display of their descending
rescuer, a hundred yards overhead now and al ready extending the grapplers and tendrils that woul d
secure the |ink-up.

"We are ready," Dag reported.

Shai zan nodded eagerly. "Good. Deploy the Zor clone toward their strongest defenses...W
must nake certain that he is conveniently captured by the Mcronians..."

One minute Angel o Dante was sitting in the cockpit of the d adiator doing his |lethal best,
and the next thing he knew he was airborne, turning over and over..

He hit the ground with a thud that knocked the breath fromhis lungs and | eft him
unconsci ous for a monent. When the world refocused itself, he recognized what was left of his
mangl ed Hovertank, toppled on its side and burning.

Dante got to his feet, promising to tear the aliens apart, even as a sledded Bioroid
dropped in for the kill. It was that gleanm ng red job, Angelo noticed, already outside hinself and
braving it out, the hero he was born to be. But just then a strange thing happened: a pinpoint
blast fromthe fortress bull's-eyed the Hovercraft, sending sled and pilot into a fiery crash in
the craggy outcroppings near the Earth Forces front lines.

Dante heard an atonal scream of agony issue fromthe craft as it fell

"They shot down their own guy!" a puzzled Dante said out |loud, figuring he would live to
see anot her day after all..

Dana tried to erase the fiery image of Sullivan's death as she piloted the Hovertank back
toward the fortress once again. Split-screen data schematics were running parallel across the
moni tor screen of Valkyrie's targeting conputer, directing the necha' s weapons systens to the
coordi nates that would spell doomfor the fortress. And by the | ook of things, there wasn't nuch
time left.

Wth the rescue ship overhead now, the grounded fortress was actually lifting off, stil
the target of countless warheads that were expl oding harm essly against the alloyed hull-its
conpl ex network of close-in weaponry silent-and apparently drawing on all the reserve power
available to it. The entire ridgeline appeared to be effected by its | eave-taking; a deafening
roar filled the air, and the ground was runbling, sending rock and shale sliding dowm the steep
sl opes of those unnatural tors. Massive whirlw nds of gravel and debris spun fromthe underside of
t he ascendi ng ship, as though |oosed fromtraps set an eternity ago.

As Dana closed on the twin fortresses, she could see that four panels had opened al ong the
dorsal side of the first, revealing massive socketlike connectors, sized to accept shafts-glow ng
i ke outsize radio tubes-that were tel escoping fromcircular portals in the bul bous, spiny anchor
shown by the second.

"Faster!" Dana urged her Hovertank, the cockpit screen flashing, the parallel series of
schematics aligned. Then the necha was suddenly reconfiguring to d adi ator node, retroing to an
abrupt halt, the cannon already traversing and ranging in. Having surrendered to the dictates of
the conputer, Dana could do nothing but sit back and pray that she had arrived in tine.

The fortresses were |linked in an obscene technomati ng, one atop the other, ascendi ng and
accel erating now, scarcely a three-neter w de gap between them

Dana's mecha fired once, its energy bolt finding that narrow i nterface and detonating
squarely against the Iinkup anchor. On all sides, explosive light erupted fromthe enpty space
bet ween the ships, and the upper fortress seenmed to shudder, list, and collapse over its nate.

But the ships continued to rise.

"It can't be!" Dana shouted over the net. "Why didn't it work?!'" Even as she said it,

t hough, she knew the answer. The computer was flashing its internal debriefing to her, but she
didn't need to doubl e-check the screen for what she knew in her guts: she had been a split-second
too late, two-hundred yards out of the required | ethal cone.

Dana had one |l ast look at the fortresses before they di sappeared into battle clouds and
snoke, a close encounter of the worst kind.

CHAPTER TEN
I think | sensed something about the alien pilot even before Cochran turned to me with the results
of his findings. Even now | can't say where that feeling originated or where ny present thoughts
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are directed. | only know that the nonent seened full of inport and grand purpose; sonethi ng about
the alien triggered a change in ne that is beginning to overshadow ny entire life.
Fromthe personal journal of Mjor General Rolf Enerson

General Enmerson's official car (a black Hoverlinmo with large tail fins, a purely decorative
vintage front grill, and an antique, w nged hood ornanent) tore fromthe Mnistry's parking |ot at
alittle after three o' clock on the norning following the liftoff of the eneny fortresses. Rolf
was in the backseat, silent and contenpl ative, while his young aide, Lieutenant MIton, felt
conmpel l ed to issue cautions. Monunment City felt |ike a ghost town.

Emerson had | ogged two hours of sleep when the call from Al an Fredericks of the GW had
awakened him sonething interesting had been discovered near the liftoff site-an alien pilot,
alive and apparently well.

Rol f asked hinsel f what Fredericks was up to: he had brought the alien to Mles Cochran's
| ab, and had yet to inform Commander Leonard of his find. Wth rivalry running hi gh between the
GW and the militaristic faction of the general staff, Fredericks's position was suspect. Perhaps,
however, this was nmerely the GWws way of making up for the hatchet job they did on the first
captured Bioroid pilot. Emerson knew when he recradl ed the handset exactly what he could be
setting hinself up for but felt the risk justified. He had asked Col onel Rochelle to rendezvous
with himat Cochran's |lab, then called for his car.

"This is going to | ook suspicious, sir," MIlton told himfor the third tine. "The chief of
staff racing out of the Mnistry in the mddle of the night without telling anyone where he's
goi ng. "

"I know what |'mdoing, Captain," Rolf said brusquely, hoping to put an end to the man's
ceasel ess badgeri ng.

"Yes, sir," the lieutenant replied, sullenly.

Emer son had already turned away fromhimto stare out the wi ndow once again. At |east |
hope | know what |'m doi ng, he thought..

Rochel Il e, Fredericks, and Nova Satori were already waiting at Cochran's high-tech [ ab on
the outskirts of Mnunment City. The good doctor hinself, a bit of a privateer who wal ked that no-
man's | and between the GW and the general staff, was busy keeping the Bioroid pilot alive.

Emerson stared down at the alien now fromthe observation bal cony above one of the lab's
I C roons. Cochran had the handsore el fin-featured young android on its back, an IV drip running, a
trach insert in its neck. The pilot was apparently naked under the bedsheets, and surrounded by
banks of nonitoring and scanni ng appar at us.

"Qur last captive died through official mshandling," Rolf was telling the others, his
back turned to them "I want to nmake certain that doesn't happen again."

"Yes, sir," Fredericks spoke for the group

Rol f swung around to face the three of them "Wo found hin®"

Nova Satori, the GWs attractive raven-haired |ieutenant, stepped forward and of fered
salute. "I did, sir. Qut where the fortress was."

Enerson's eyebrows beetled. "Wiat were you doi ng out there, Lieutenant?"
Satori and Fredericks exchanged nervous | ooks. "Uh, she was | ooking for one of our
Frederi cks sai d.
Emer son | ooked hard at the hawk-faced colonel. "And just what was one of your agents doing
out there?"

Fredericks cleared his throat. "We're trying to determ ne that ourselves, General."

Satori related her brief explanation, purposely keeping George Sullivan's nane out of it.
But it was the singer/spy she had been I ooking for; nore inportant, the terminal he'd been
carrying when | ast seen-sonmething Dana Sterling had better be able to account for. Nova had heard
sounds coning fromone of the downed Hovercrafts and upon investigation had di scovered the alien
pilot. He was ambul atory then, but collapsed soon after being taken into custody, as though
sormeone had suddenly shifted himto standby node

"And he seens fluent in English,” Nova concl uded.

"Al'l the nore reason to | et Cochran handle this personally," said Ererson. "And as of this
nmoment | want an absolute information bl ackout regarding the prisoner."

Rochel l e was saying little, waiting for Emerson to finish; but he now felt conpelled to
address the issue that had been plaguing himsince the general's phonecall sonme hours before. It
was a privilege of sorts to be included in Emerson's clique, but not if it was going to nean a
courtmartial .

"Ceneral ," he said at last, "are you proposing that we keep this from Conmander Leonard?"

Satori and Fredericks were hangi ng on Emerson's reply.

agents,
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"I am" he told them evenly.

"Exactly what do you want us to do with the speci nen?" Fredericks asked after a nonent.

"I want you to run every test you can think of on him | need to know how these creatures
breat he, think, eatdo you understand nme? And | need the infornmation yesterday."

"Yessir," the three said in unison

Just then Professor Cochran stepped into the observation room renoving his surgical nask
and gl oves, while everyone questioned him He waited for the voices to die down and | ooked into
each face before speaking, a slightly benused expression on his face.

"I have one inportant fact to report straightaway." He turned and gestured down to the
Bioroid pilot. "This alien...is Human."

The three Masters summoned their Scientist triunvirate to the command center of the newy
ascended fortress. The Zor clone had survived and was presently in the hands of the M cronians.
The functioning neuro-sensor that had been inplanted in the clone's brain told themthis mnuch,
al t hough there were as yet no visuals. Schenmatics that filled the chanber's oval screen showed
that some danage had been sustained, but all indications suggested it was nothing that need
concern them It was clear, however, that the Scientists did not share their Masters' enthusiasm
for the plan.

"By capturing the Zor clone, the Mcronians have played right into our hands," Shaizan
said by way of defense. It was certainly unnecessary that he explain hinself to the triunvirate,
but it was clear that a certain rebelliousness was in the air, pervasive throughout the ship, and
Shai zan hoped to lay sonme of that to rest. "They themselves will lead us to the Protoculture
Matrix."

"And suppose the M cronians should attack us agai n?" the | avender-haired androgyne asked
defiantly.

"One purpose of the neuro-sensor is to keep us appraised of all their mlitary
activities," Bowkaz told him indicating the screen schematics. "W w |l have anple warning."

"Yes...and what happens if the M cronians shoul d di scover your precious neuro-sensor? \Wat

t hen?"
"Di scover it?" Shaizan raised his voice. "That's absurd! Recording of the hyper-frequency
of the device is far beyond the real mof their crude scientific instrunents. The idea is
| udi crous!”
The scientist scowl ed. "Let us hope so,

his synthesized voi ce seem ngly hissed.

Dana felt Sean's gentle tap on her shoul der and heard a forearm chord of sharps and flats.
She opened her eyes to sunrise, distant crags like arthritic fingers reaching up into pink and
grey layers of sky. She had fallen asleep at the ready-roonis piano, although it took her a nonent
to realize this, head pillowed on forearns fol ded across the keyboard. Sean was standi ng behind
her, apol ogi zing for disturbing her, making sone joke about her guarding the eighty-eights al
ni ght and asking if she wanted sonme breakfast. The rest of the 15th were scattered about the room
argui ng and nopi ng about by the I ooks of it.

"...And who the hell was snoring all night?" she heard Angelo ask in his | oudest voice.
"Sonebody sounded |ike a turbo-belt earth-mover with a faulty nuffler.”

Louie was off in a comer tinkering with sonme gadget that |ooked |ike a mniature Bioroid.
Bowi e was sul l en-faced in another, distanced fromthe scene by earphones.

"I couldn't sleep a wink," Dana told Sean weakly. She renenbered now t hat she had been
thi nking of Sullivan and his sensel ess death, been trying to peck out the nmelody of that old Lynn-
M nnei tune..

"You need to cut |oose of that responsibility once in a while,"” the forner |ieutenant was
telling her. "Let your hair down and have sone fun, take life a little |less seriously."

Dana got up, reached for the glass of juice she had left on top of the piano, and went to
refill it at the dispenser. "There's a war going on, pal," she said, pushing past Sean. "Course
you're not the first soldier 1've run across who's found the call of the wild nore attractive than
the call of duty."

"Look who's tal king," Sean | aughed.

"I mean, | wouldn't want to think that the war was interfering with anything, Private."

“I don't let it cramp ny style, Dana."

Styl e? she thought, sipping at the juice: Let ne count the conebacks to that one...But as
she said this to herself, fragments of last night's dream began to surface. There was Ceorge, of
course, but then he became all mxed up with the imges of that |ong-haired Bioroid pilot she and
Bowi e had crossed | asers with weeks ago-Zor! And then sonehow her nother had appeared in the
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dream telling her things she couldn't sumon up now. ..

“...and I'mdefinitely not into hopel ess ronances."

Dana whirl ed, not sure whether she should be angry, having m ssed his intro; but she saw
that Sean was gesturing to Bow e.

"Now here's a guy who was operating just fine up until a few weeks ago. Now he's out there
where the shuttles don't run. And for a dreamgirl at that!"

Bowi e didn't hear a word of this, which Dana figured was just as well. Sean made a few
nmore | anme comments as he left the room Dana went over to her friend and positioned herself where
she coul d be seen, if not heard.

"Sean says you're upset," Dana sai d when he renbved t he headphones.

Bowi e made a face. "What does he know?"

"It's that alien dame," said Sergeant Dante from across the room his nose buried in the
newspaper. "You better set your sights on sonething a little nmore down to earth, ny friend."

Dana threw Angel o a | ook he could feel clear through the nmorning edition. "Just |ike that,
huh Sergeant? He just snaps his fingers and forgets her."

"For cryin' out loud, she's an alien!...Uh, no offense, of course,"” he hastened to add.

"No offense taken," Dana told him "I know your type can't help it. But | don't care if
this girl Misica is ~Spiderwoman,' Angelo. You can't tell someone to just turn her heart on and
off like a light switch."

"Her heart, Dana? Her heart?"

Dana had her nouth opened to say sonething, but she noticed that Bowi e was crying. Wen
she put her hand on his shoul der, he shrugged it off roughly, stood up, and ran fromthe room

Dana started to chase him but thought better of it hal fway down the corridor. Did her
father have to put up with this fromhis squad? she wondered. Did her nother? And where were they,
she asked the ceiling-where?!

Li eutenant Marie Crystal had slept well enough, thanks to the anodynes she received at the
base hospital after the crash of her ship. But the pills' effects had worn off now, and she
couldn't locate a joint or muscle in her body that wasn't crying out for nore of the sane
medi cati on. She reached out for the bedside hand nmirror and took a gl ance at her dishevel ed, pale
reflection. Fortunately her face didn't |ook as bad as the rest of her felt. It was deathly hot
and dry in the room so she cautiously got out of bed, shaking as she stood, and changed out of
the hospital gown into a blue satin robe sonmeone had been thoughtful enough to drop by the room
She left it open as she clinbed back under the sheets; after all, it wasn't as if she were
expecting visitors or anything.

But no sooner had that thought crossed her nind when she heard Sean's voice outside the
door. Having literally landed in the arms of the Southern Cross's ace womani zer was perhaps only a
shade better than having piled into a nountain, but it was sonething she was going to have to live
with for a while. She hadn't, however, anticipated that the trials were to begin so soon.

Marie ran a hand through her short, unruly hair and pulled the robe closed; Sean was
running into some Nightingale flack at the door.

"Couldn't | just have five minutes with her?" Marie heard Sean say. "Just to drop off
these pretty flowers that | picked with my own teeth?"

The nurse was resolute: no one was permtted to enter

"But I'mthe guy who practically saved her life! Listen: | won't talk to her or make her
| augh or cry or anything-really-"

"No visitors means no visitors," the nurse told him

Just whose side is she on? Marie began to wonder.

"Well isn't it just nmy luck to find the one nurse in this whole hospital who's inmune to
my many charns.”

Now t hat sounded |i ke the Sean Marie knew.

"Here," she heard himsay now. "You keep the flowers. W knows, nmaybe we'll just neet
again, darlin."

Marie's pale blue eyes went wi de.

She was wong: landing in the arns of his Battloid was worse than having crashed!

General Emerson was in the war room when Leonard finally caught up with him He had been
dodgi ng the comuander's messages all day, victimzed by a dark prenonition that Leonard had
sonmehow | earned about the alien pilot. And as soon as Leonard opened his nouth, Enerson knew that
his instincts had been correct. But strangely enough, the conmander seened to be taking the whole
thing in stride
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"lI've been told that you're keeping a secret fromme, Ceneral Emerson," Leonard began
with almost a lilt to his voice. "I thought I'd cone over here and ask you nyself: is it true that
anot her Bioroid speci nen had been captured?"

"Yes, Commander," Rolf returned after saluting. "As a matter of fact, Professor Cochran is
running a conplete series of tests on him"

Leonard suddenly whirled on himred-faced with anger

"Just when were you planning to tell ne about him General ?!'"

Techs throughout the roomsw veled fromtheir duty stations.

"Or perhaps you were considering keeping this information fromne!" Leonard was bel | ow ng.

Rol f didn't even get the chance to stamrer his hal f-fornmed expl anation

“I"mtaking the prisoner out of your hands, General. He'll be analyzed by nmlitary
scientists, not renegade professors, do you understand ne?"

Rol f fought to keep down his own anger while Leonard stormed off, his boot heels |oud
against the acrylic floor in the otherwise silent room "W nustn't let this prisoner be
destroyed," he nanaged to get out without yelling. "W learned nothing fromthe |ast one. This
time we nmust proceed inpartially, and MIles Cochran's our best hope for that."

The commander had stopped in his tracks and swng around to face Enerson, regarding him
head to toe before respondi ng. And when he spoke his voice was | oud but controll ed.

"I'msure our people could do just as well, General. But it seenms to ne that you' ve taken
a personal interest in this prisoner. Am| correct?"

"I have," said Emerson, and Leonard nodded know ngly.

"I's there something nore |I should know about this particular android?”

Rol f was tight-lipped. "Not at the nonment, Commander."

"Well then, since you're so...deternined...But keep in mnd that this one is your
responsibility, General. There are too many variables in this situation already."

Emer son sal uted and Leonard was turning to | eave, when all at once a novel blip appeared
on the threat board. The power play forgotten, all eyes focused on the screen. Every terminal in
the room was cl acki ng out paper. Techs were hunched over their consoles, trying to make sense of
the thing that had just appeared in sublunar orbit out of nowhere!

"What is it?" denmanded Leonard, his hands pressed to the comand consol e. "Soneone answer
nme! "

"A ship, sir,"
the enemy!"

said a female enlisted-rating. "And it appears to be nmoving in to engage

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Maj or Carpenter and crew | eft today. "Lang's shot in the dark," as sone are calling it. But | have
already let it be known that the responsibility is mne, and one part of ne is even envious of
their |eavetaking. Sinply to attenpt a return to Earth, to quit this malignant corner of space,
this crazed and mani acal warfare against our own brothers and sisters and the unstopable creatures
borne of the Tirolians' savagery and injustice...It is clear to me that my destiny |lies el sewhere,
perhaps on Optera itself, Lisa ny life and strength beside ne.

The Col | ected Journals of Admiral Rick Hunter

The ship that had materialized prom hyperspace and created that blip on the threat board was | ong
overdue in arriving in Earthspace. Ten years was hardly a nmeasurable quantity by gal actic
standards; but to a planet brought once to the brink of extinction and now enneshed in a war that
threatened what little renmained, ten years was an eternity-and the appearance of the ship a
godsend. Unfortunately such feelings were soon to prove prenature..

Lost in space for the past five Earth-years-lost in corridors of time, in continuumshifts
and as yet unmapped nobius | oops-the cruiser had finally found its way hone. Before that, it had
been part of the Pioneer Expeditionary Mssion-that ill-fated attenpt to reach the homeworld of
the Robotech Masters before the Masters' sinister hands reached out for Earth. The M ssion, and
that wondrous ship constructed in space and | aunched fromULittle Luna, had had such nobl e
begi nni ngs. The Protocul ture Matrix thought to have been hidden inside the SDF-1 by its alien
creator, Zor, had never been l|ocated; the war between Earth and the Zentraedi terninated. So what
better step to take, but a diplomatic one: an effort to erase all possibilities of a second war by
comng to terms with peace beforehand.

But how could the nmenbers of the SDF-3 have known-the Hunters, Lang, Breetai, Exedore and
the rest-how could they have foreseen what awaited themon Tirol and what treacherous part T. R
Edwar ds woul d come to play in the unfolding of events? Earth itself would have no know edge of
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these things for years to cone: of the inportance of a certain elenent indigenous to the giant
pl anet Fantoma, of a certain quasi-canine creature native to Optera, of a budding young geni us
naned Loui e N chols..

For the nonment, therefore, the cruiser being tracked by Earth Defcon seened |like the
answer to a prayer.

The ship was a curious, one-of-a-kind hybrid, fabricated on the far side of the galactic
core by the Robotechnicians of the SDF-3 before the schi sm between Hunter and Edwards, for the
express purpose of hyperspace experinmentation: the SDF-3 hadn't the neans to return to Earth, but
it was conceivable that a small ship could acconplish what its massive parent could not. Those
conversant with Robotech warship classifications could point to the Zentraedi influences on this
one, notably the cruiser's sleek sharklike form and the elevated bridge and astrogati on centers
that rose like a dorsal fin just aft of its blunted bow But if its hull was alien, its Reflex
power center was pure Terran, especially the quadripartite design of the triple-thruster units
that comprised the stern

The cruiser's comrander, Major John Carpenter, had distinguished hinself during the
Tirolian canpai gn against the Invid, but five-years in hyperspace (was it five mnutes or five
lifetinmes, who could say which?) had taken their toll. Not only on Carpenter, but on the entire
crew, every one of thema victimof a space sickness that had no nanme except nmdness, perhaps.

When the ship had energed from hyperspace and a vision of their blue-and-white homeworld
had filled the forward viewports, there wasn't a crewran aboard who believed his eyes. They had
all experienced the cruel tricks that awaited the unwary techno-voyager, the horrors...Then they
had identified the nmassive spade fortresses of the alien fleet. And there was no m staking these,
no mstaking the intent of the soulless Masters who gui ded them

Carpenter had ordered an i medi ate attack, convinced that Adnmiral Hunter hinself would
have done the sane. And if it seenmed insane, the conmander told hinmself as Veritech teans tore
fromthe cruiser's ports-one relatively undersized ship agai nst so many-one had nerely to recal
what the SDF-1 had done against four mllion

Even the strategy was to be the sane: all firepower would be concentrated against the
flagship of the alien fleet; that destroyed, the rest would follow

But Carpenter's crew put too nmuch stock in history, which, despite clains to the contrary,
rarely repeats itself. Mre inportant, Carpenter forgot exactly who he was dealing with: after
all, these weren't the Zentraedi...these were the beings who had created the Zentraedi

In the conmand center of the alien flagship the three Masters exchanged astoni shed | ooks
over the rounded crown of the Protoculture cap. Lifting their eyes to the bridge readout screens,
the I ook the three registered could al nost have passed for anmusenent: a warship even nore
primtive in design than those the Earth Forces had sent against themin the recent past had just
de-fol ded from hyperspace and was attenpting to engage the fleet single-handedly.

"Absurd, " Bowkaz comment ed.
"Perhaps we should add insult to the list of strategies they have attenpted to use agai nst
us."

"Primtive and barbaric," said Dag, observing how the fortress's segnented cannons were
anni hilating the Earth necha, as though they were a swarmof mites. "W do thema service by
obliterating them They insult thenmselves with such gestures."

Behind the Masters the Scientist triunmvirate was grouped at its duty station

"W have | ocked on their battle cruiser at nark six bearing five-point-nine," one of them
reported now.

Shai zan regarded the screen. "Prepare for a change in plans,” he told the blue-haired
clone. "lgnore the drones and deal directly with the cruiser. Al units will converge on your
coordi nates. Qur ship will hold the lead...for the glory of the kill."

The techs, staff, and officers in the war roomwere still yahooing and cel ebrating the
return of the Pioneer M ssion. Supreme Conmander Leonard had left imediately to confer with
Chai rman Moran, |eaving General Enerson in charge of the surprise situation

"Sir!" said one of the techs. "Pioneer Conmander is requesting backup. Shall we scranble
our fighters and Ghosts?"

Enmerson grunted his assent and nodded, curiously uneasy, alnost alarnmed by the sudden turn
of events. Was it possible, he asked as the techs sounded the call-the return of his old friends,
a new begi nni ng?. .

Bowi e and Dana, each cocooned in private thoughts, sequels to earlier interrupted nusings,
were in the 15th's rec roomwhen they heard the scranble alert.
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"All pilots to battle stations, all pilots to battle stations... Al ground crews to
stagi ng areas six through sixteen... Prepare fighters for rendezvous with SDF-3 attack w ng!"
Dana was on her feet even before the final part of the call, disregarding as always the

particulars and details. Rushing past Bowi e, she grabbed his armand practically hauled himinto
the barracks corridor, where everyone was double-timng it toward the drop-racks and necha ports.
She hadn't seen such frenzy, such enthusiasm in nonths, and wondered about the cause. Either the
city was under full-scale attack or sonething niracul ous had happened.

She saw Louie racing by and called for himto stop. "Hey, what's all the ruckus about?!"
she asked him Bow e breathless by her side.

Louie returned a wide grin, eyes bright even through the ever-present goggles. "It seens
the cavalry's arrived in the nick of tine! W' ve got reinforcenments from hyperspace-the Pioneer's
cone hone!"

Dana and Bowi e al nost fell over.

Sonet hi ng m racul ous had happened!

"We need a miracle, John," Conmmander Carpenter's navigator said hopelessly. "W've thrown
everything but the kitchen sink at them Nothing' s penetrating those shields."

The two men were on the bridge of the cruiser, along with a dozen other officers and techs
who had wordl essly witnessed the utter destruction of their strike force. That those nmen who had
lived through so nuch terror should perish at Earth's front gate, Carpenter thought, half out of
his mnd fromthe horror of it. But he was determ ned that their deaths count for sonething.

"Have the first wing nake an adjustnent to fifty-seven mark four-nine," he started to say
when the cruiser sustained its first blow

Carpenter was sent reeling across the bridge by the force of the inpact, and several techs
were knocked fromtheir chairs. He didn't have to be told how serious it was but asked for damage
reports nevert hel ess.

"Qur shields are down,'
all been neutralized."

"Eneny fortress right behind us, Commander!" said a second.

In shock, Carpenter glanced at the screens. "Divert all auxiliary power to the port
thrusters! Al weapons astern fire at will!l"

t he navi gator updated. "Ruptured. Prinmary starboard thrusters have

"What the devil's going on up there?!" Leonard shouted as he paced in front of the war
room s Big Board.

Rol f Emerson turned from one of the bal cony consoles to answer him "W've |ost al
conmmuni cation with them Conmmander."

Leonard nade a notion of disgust. "What about our support w ng?"

"The sane," Enerson said evenly.

Leonard whirled on the situation screen, raised and waved his fist, a gesture as
meani ngful as it was pathetic.

A radi ant rash broke out across the pointed bow of the Masters' flagship, pinpoints of
blinding energy that burst a nanosecond later, enmitting devastating |ines of hot current that
ripped into the hel pless cruiser, destroying in a series of explosions the entire rear quarter of
t he ship.

More than half the bridge crew |lay dead or dying now, Carpenter and his second were torn
up and bl oodi ed but alive. The cruiser, however, was finished, and the major knewit.

"Ready all escape pods," he ordered, the heel of his hand to a severe head wound.
"Evacuate the crew. "

The navigator carried out the conmand, initiating the ship's self-destruct sequence as he
did so.

"We're | ocked on a collision course with one of the fortresses,"” he told his conmander
"Seventeen seconds to inpact."” Throwing a final switch, he added: "lI'msorry, sir."

"Don't apol ogi ze," Carpenter said, neeting his gaze. "W did what we could."

On a lifeless plateau above Mnunent City, Dana and Sean, side-by-side in the cranped
forward seats of a Hovertransport, watched the skies. The rest of the 15th were not far off.
Escape pods fromthe defeated Pioneer ship were drifting down al nost lazily out of azure skies,
gl eam ng netal lic spheres hung frombrightly colored chutes. Taking in this tranquil scene, one
woul d have been hard pressed to i magi ne the one they had i nhabited only nonents before, the
heavenly inferno from which they had been dropped.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2008%20Metal%20Fire.txt (48 of 77) [1/19/03 5:01:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2008%20M etal %20Fire.txt

Dana had | earned the sad truth: it had not been the SDF-3 out there, but a single ship
| ong separated fromits parent. Like herself. The crew s last-ditch effort to hurtle the cruiser
into one of the six alien fortresses had proved futile. Still, she had hopes that one anobng the
val i ant survivors who were now stepping burned and danaged fromthe escape pods woul d have sone
words for her personally, sone nessage, even one five or fifteen years old.

Sean maneuvered their Hovertruck toward one of the pods that had |anded in their area.
Dana | eapt out and approached the sphere, welconming honme its two bl oodi ed passengers, and doi ng
what little she could to dress their facial wounds. The nen were roughly the same hei ght, pale and
atrophi ed-1ooking after their many years in space and badly shaken fromtheir recent ordeal. The
ol der of the two, who had brown hair, a wi de-eyed al beit handsone face, introduced hinself as
Maj or John Carpenter.

Dana told them her nane and hel d her breath.

Carpenter and the other officer |ooked at one anot her

"Max Sterling' s daughter?" Carpenter said, and Dana felt her knees grow weak.

"Do you know ny parents?!" she asked eagerly. "Tell nme...are they...?"

Car penter put his hand on her shoulder. "They were when we | ast saw them Lieutenant. But
that was five years ago."

Dana exhal ed loudly. "You've got to tell me everything."

Carpenter smled weakly and was about to say somet hing nore when his conpani on grasped him
by the upper arm neaningfully. Again the two | ooked at each other, exchangi ng some unvoi ced
si gnal .

"Lieutenant,” the major said after a nonent. "lI'mafraid that will have to wait until |
speak with Commander Leonard."
" But - "

"That means now, Lieutenant Sterling," Carpenter said nore firmy

Suprene Conmander Leonard hadn't | ogged many hours in deep space, but he was faniliar
enough with the ups and downs to recogni ze a case of vacuum psychosis when he sawit; and that's
exactly what he felt he and General Enerson were up against while listening to the mad ravi ngs of
Maj or Carpenter and his equally spacehappy navigator. In Leonard's office at the Mnistry, the two
men ranbl ed on about the Pioneer Expeditionary Mssion, repeatedly referring to a schism anong the
Earth Forces-T. R Edwards on the one side, Admral Hunter and sonme group calling itself the
Sentinels on the other. But in spite of it all, H gh Command's principal question had been
answered: these aliens were indeed the Robotech Masters. They had abandoned their honeworld of
Tirol and travel ed across the galaxy to Earthspace; and it was beginning to seem obvious to
Leonard that they had not cone to reclaimanything, but to destroy the Human race and lay claimto
and col oni ze the planet itself.

The two injured officers had concerns of their own, as anyone would after fifteen | ong
years offworld, and the commander did his best to answer these without breaching security. He
described the initial appearance of the Robotech ships; the fighting centered around the | unar
base and space station Liberty; the voluntary di sappearance of the Robotech Factory Satellite by
the Zentraedi who operated it.

Leonard | ooked hard at the techno-voyagers after his brief summary of the past severa
mont hs, hoping to return the topic to present node.

"Naturally, we're grateful for what you attenpted to do out there," the conmander told
them now. "But good god, man, what could you have been thinking of? One ship against so nany! Wy
not have waited until the rest of the Pioneer Mssion arrived?"

Leonard noticed Carpenter and the navi gator exchange gl ances and braced hinself for the
worst. Carpenter was | ooking at himgravely.

"I"'mafraid you' ve mi sunderstood us, Conmander," the najor began. "The Pioneer M ssion
will not be returning. Admiral Hunter and General Reinhardt can only offer you their prayers, and
their firmconviction that the fate of Earth lies in good hands, with you and the valiant defense
forces under your conmand, sir. But expect no assistance fromthe SDF 3, Conmander, none
what soever. "

"And may CGod help them" the navigator rmuttered under his breath.

Leonard nade a sound of di sapproval

"I wonder if there'll be anyone left on Earth to appreciate their prayers by the tine they
return fromspace," Rolf said, his back to the roomwhile he watched a dark rain begin to fall on
Monunent City.
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CHAPTER TVELVE

O course, Cochran told me about the alien pilot. Enerson was a fool to believe he could keep this
fromme. He has no inkling of the existence of the Secret Fraternity, that one which binds great

m nds together, all petty loyalties be dammed...But | amthankful for his foolishness; it allows
me a freer hand in these matters. Unfortunately, though, the pilot was noved before | could
intervene. And now that | have learned his name, it is inperative that | get to himas soon as
possible. If he is who | believe himto be...nmy mind reels fromthe possibility. In certain ways,
I, Zand, am his child!

Dr. Lazio Zand, Event Horizon: Perspectives on Dana Sterling and the Second Robot ech War

In the now heavily guarded | aboratory of MIles Cochran, the Bioroid pilot who would conme to be
known as Zor Prine, withed in apparent agony, his lean but well-muscled arnms straining at the
ties that kept himconfined to the bed. Masked and gowned, Rolf Emerson, Nova Satori, and Al an
Fredericks watched with concern, while the professor nonitored the captive's vital signs fromthe
sterile rooms staging area. The fine-featured young alien had cone out of his conma three hours
before (pronpting Enerson's second predawn visit to the lab), but clainmed to know nothing of his
past or present circunstances.

"A nost conveni ent case of amesia," Fredericks suggested, breaking the uneasy silence
that prevail ed when Zor's cries had subsided sone. "I think it's all too obvious that the creature
is a nole. These so-call ed Robotech Masters hope to infiltrate an agent in our midst by the nost
transparent of ploys. A Bioroid pilot who suddenly has no nenory of his past," the GV nan
scof fed. "Absurd. Not only that, but after-nission reports by the Fifteenth Tactical Arnor suggest
that this particular Bioroid was deliberately shot down by the eneny forces."

Rol f Emerson nodded his head in agreement. "I'mtenpted to agree with your assessment,
Colonel. Still, there are ways we can use hinf

"How do we know he isn't one of our own hostages returned to us?" Fredericks interrupted.
"Perhaps the aliens have sent us a brai nwashed captive sinply to convince us that we're wagi ng a
war agai nst menbers of our own species?"

"Ceneral ," Cochran spoke up, walking into their mdst with an arnful of diagnostic
readouts. "Excuse me, Enmerson, but please allow nme to present ny findings before you succeed in
convi ncing yourself this pilot is an eneny plant."”

"Go ahead, Doctor,"” Rolf said apologetically.

Cochran ran his forefinger down the data colums of the continuous printout sheet. "Yes,
here..." He cleared his throat. "Scans of the |inbic system extending along the hippocanpal
formation of the medial tenporal |obes, fornix, and manmillary bodies, to the anterior nuclei of
the thal anus, cingulum septal area, and the orbital surface of the frontal |obes, nost definitely
point to diffuse cerebral inpairnent of the menory centers.

"It's quite unlike anything |I've seen,” he added, renoving his glasses. "Inappropriate to
classify as retrograde or anterograde, and, as it appears, only marginally posttraumatic. C oser
to a fugue state than anything else, but I'd Iike to consult with Professor Zand before committing
mysel f to any reductive explanation."

"Absolutely not," Emerson barked, stepping forward. "I don't want anyone el se involved in
this case, least of all Zand. |s that understood?"

Cochran gave a reluctant nod.

"Now what are our options, Doctor?" Rolf wanted to know.

Cochran replaced his eyegl asses. "Well, treatment varies with the subject, General. W
nm ght try hypnosis, of course.”

"What about environmental manipul ati on?" Nova suggested. The GWP |i eutenant | ooked over at
the pilot. "His brain patterns are obviously abnormal, but they do appear to be stabilizing.
Suppose we transferred himto another environnent."

"Sonewhere nore Human, you nean," said Rolf.

"Yes."

"But who woul d supervise the treatnent?" asked Fredericks.

"I would," Nova said confidently. "He doesn't seemto have a violent nature, and if the
ammesia i s genuine, he'll need someone to trust and confide in..."

"I't has been known to work..." Cochran agreed.

"I think you're onto sonething, Lieutenant,” Rolf said encouragingly. "But where do you
suggest we bring hin®"

"The base hospital," Nova answered. "W can secure a floor and gradually bring himinto
contact with the outside world." She gestured to the room s equi pnent banks and ob w ndows. "This
place is sinmply too intimdating, too sterile.”
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"There's a reason for that," Cochran said defensively, but Enerson cut himoff
“I"mputting you in charge, Lieutenant Satori. But remenber: the strictest security nust
be nmaintained.”

Marie Crystal took a healthy bite out of a Red Delicious apple (fromthe fruit basket her
squad had sent over, along with the flowers presently vased on the bedside table), and flipped
through the pages of the gl anbur magazi ne she had purchased. It seemed a little bizarre-reading
about projected fashion trends for the com ng year when there was a war on-but she assured herself
that it had probably always been thus: no natter how cruel the circunstance, the fundanental
t hings applied..

She was sitting crosslegged on the bed, the mag spread in front of her, an appealing
portrait in dark-blue satin, when she heard a knock at the door.

"Al'l right, c'nmon out," a nock-stern voice threatened. "This is hospital security, and we
know there's a perfectly healthy person in there.”

There was no m staking Sean's voice. She told himto wait a mnute, stashed the nagazi ne
under the bed, and got back under the covers, clutching themtight to her neck and doing a
reasonabl e i npersonation of a patient.

Sean entered a nonment later, flowers in hand. "H, Mrie," he said, full of good cheer. "I
thought 1'd drop by and apol ogi ze for not com ng sooner, but they've been keeping us pretty
busy...Wwo the heck brought you these?" he said of the squad's gift, pulling the yellow flowers
fromthe vase and trashing them He replaced themw th his own bouquet.

Mari e made a face behind his back and faked a snall but agoni zed noan, subsiding to quiet
whi npers as he turned to her

"Hey, what's the matter?" he said, |eaning over her now

She canme up hard and fast with a backhand as he was reaching out for her, slapping his arm
avway.

"CGet away fromne!" she growed into his surprised |ook. "Wiat's the matter, you big jerk-
you couldn't find any nurses to play wth?"

Sean was open-arned, in a gesture of bew | dernment. "Marie, you nust have taken one on the
head. | cane to see you"

"Just keep your hands to yourself!" she snarled, then groaned for real as a stabbing
abdom nal pain snuck up on her

"My, ny...you poor little darlin'," Sean teased. "You really are a credit to your uniform
the way you handl e the excruciating agony. O nmaybe | should say |lack of uniform" he added,
| eering at her fondly.

Mari e ignored the commrent, not bothering to conceal her cleavage as she | eaned up onto her
el bows. "I"'mfaking it, is that it?" she said angrily.

Sean risked sitting on the edge of the bed, his hand stroking his jaw contenpl atively.
"No...Well, actually, the thought had crossed ny nmind." He folded his arns and si ghed. "You know,
| ooki ng back on it, |I wonder what | was thinking when | saved your life."

Marie's eyes narrowed. "Looking for gratitude, Sean?"

"Aw, cone on," he smiled. "Maybe just a little friendliness, that's all."

Marie's head dropped back to the pillow, eyes on the ceiling. "This whol e ness should
never have happened. It's all Sterling's fault I"'mlying here like a |unp.”

"Cal mdown," he told her sincerely. "You can't blanme Dana."

She turned on him "Don't tell nme what | can do ground-pounder! | hate the Fifteenth-the
whol e bunch of you."

Sean held up his hands. "Wait a mnute-"

"CGet out of here!"™ she yelled at him the pillow raised like a weapon now. "Qut!"

He backed off and exited the roomwi t hout another word, l|eaving her to stare at the pink
roses he brought and wonder if she had overpl ayed her hand a bit.

In the corridor outside Marie's room Sean bunped into Dana, a bouquet in her hand and
obviously on her way to pay a visit to the Fifteenth's newest eneny. Sean stepped in front of her
bl ocki ng her advance on Marie's roomw th small talKk.

"And if you're here to see Marie, you can forget it," he finally got around to saying.
"The staff didn't give the okay for her to have visitors."

Dana | ooked suspicious. "She was admitted days ago. Besides, they let you see her, didn't
t hey?"

"Uh, they nade an exception for ne,
"After all, I'mthe guy who-"

Sean stammrered as Dana pushed her way past him
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"Does she still hate ne?" Dana asked, suddenly realizing the purpose of Sean's double-
tal k.

Sean's forced snile collapsed. "Even worse. She's mad enough to say that she hates ne!
It'Il probably blow over," he hastened to add. "But right now she kinda considers you

responsi ble.”

"Me?! Way?" Dana pointed to herself. "Jeez, | didn't shoot her down!"

"We know that," Sean said reassuringly. "She's just |ooking for someone to blanme. And if
she hadn't been trying to save that Sullivan dude..."

"Brother..." Dana sighed, shaking her head.

They were both silent for a nonent; then turned together to the sound of controlled
commotion at the far end of the hospital corridor. A dozen GW soldiers, arned and arnored, were
supervizing the rapid transit of a stretcher to the el evator banks.

"What's all this about?" Dana wondered al oud.

"The place is crawing with Gnps," Sean told her. "I heard they cordoned off the whole
ninth floor."

Dana snorted. "Leonard's probably here for his annual physical."

But even as she said it, sonething didn't sit well. Nonethel ess, she gave a final |ook at
the draped formon the stretcher and shrugged indifferently.

To avoid a scene like the one recently played in war room Rolf Emerson decided it was
best to inform Leonard of the new arrangenents he had made for the alien pilot, who, shortly
before being transferred to the base hospital, had given his name as Zor

Zor! the name Dana had nentioned in debriefing sessions followi ng the rescue of Bow e at
the Macross nounds. It had seemed coincidental then, but now. ..

Zor!

A nane notorious these past fifteen years; a name whispered on the |lips of everyone
connected with Robotechnol ogy; a nane at once despised and held in the greatest reverence. Zor
whom t he Zentraedi had credited with the discovery of Protoculture; Zor, the Tirolian scientist
who had sent the SDF-1 to Earth, unwittingly ushering in the near destruction of the planet, the
eclipse of the Human race.

O course it was possible that Zor was a conmon name anong these people called the
Masters. But then again..

Enerson said as nmuch to the conmander when he reported to him Leonard, however, was not
i mpressed.

"l don't care what he calls hinself, or whether he's Human or android," the conmander
growed. "All | know is that your investigation has thus far been fruitless. The nan's nane is no
great prize, General. Not when we're after nilitary data."

"Professor Cochran is confident that the change in environment will result in a
br eakt hrough, " Rol f countered.

"I want facts!" Leonard enphasized. "This Bioroid pilot is a soldier-perhaps an inportant
one. | want him punped for information and | frankly don't give a damm how that's acconplished."

Emerson held his ground. "All the nore reason for caution at this point, Conmander. His
mnd is fragile, which means he can either snap or becone useful to us. W've got to find out what
the Masters are after.”

Leonard's fist came down on the desk. "Are you blind, man? It's obvi ous what they want-the
conplete obliteration of the Human race! A fresh planet to use for colonization!"

"But there's the Protoculture Matrix"

"To hell with that nystical claptrap!" Leonard bellowed, up on his feet now, hands flat on
the desk. "And to hell with caution! Bring nme results, or I'Il have that pilot's head, General-to
do with as | see fit!"

The day's rain seemed to have scoured the Earth clean; there were even traces of redol ent
aromas in the washed air, sweet snells wafting in on an evening breeze that found Dana on the
barrack's bal cony. Strange to stare at the sawm oothed ridgeline now, she said to herself, the
fortress gone but the harsh nenories of its brief stay etched in her thoughts. The recon mni ssion
a city of clones; then Sullivan, Marie, countless others...And presiding over all of it, robbing
her of sleep these past few nights, the image of the red Bioroid pilot: his handsone, elfin face,
his Iong | avender-silver |ocks..

Dana cl osed her eyes tightly, as though in an effort to conpress the inmage to nothingl ess,
atom ze it sonmehow and free herself. It was worse now that she had gl eaned sonme i nformati on about
the Expeditionary M ssion
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She might never see her parents again.

Silently, Bowi e joined her at the balcony rail while her eyes were shut; but she was aware
of his presence and snmled even before turning to him They held each other's hands wi thout
exchanging a word, drinking in the sweet night air and the sounds of summer insects. There was
not hi ng that needed to be said; since their youth they had tal ked about Max and Mriya, Vince and
Jean, what they would do when the SDF-3 returned, what they would do if it never returned. They
were close enough to read each others thoughts sonetines, so it didn't surprise Dana when Bow e
mentioned the alien girl, Misica.

"I know that the fortress represents the eneny," he said softly. "And |'m aware that |
don't have nmuch to go on, Dana. But she's not one of themI|'msure of it. Sonething went off deep
in nmy heart...and suddenly | believed in her."

Dana gave his hand a reaffirm ng prol onged squeeze.

Was that what her heart was telling her about the red Bioroid pilot?-that she believed in
hi !

He had been noved; he knew that much. This roomwas warner than the first, enpty of that
corral of machines and devices that had surrounded him He al so knew that there were fewer eyes on
hi m nechani cal and otherw se. H s body was no | onger host to that array of sensor pads and
transmitters; the vein in his wist no | onger receiving the slow nutrient flow, his breathing
passages unrestricted. Hs arns...free.

Cone, too, were the nightnmares: those horrible i mages of the mindless attack | aunched
agai nst him by protoplasnic creatures; the giant warriors who sonehow seened to have been fighting
on his behal f; the explosions of Iight and a seering pain; the death and...resurrection

Were they nightmares or was this something recalled to life?-sonething one part of him
used to keep buri ed!

There was a femal e seated in a chair at the foot of his bed. Her handsone features and jet-
bl ack hair gave her an alluring | ook, and yet there was something cool and distant about her that
overrode the initial inpression. She sat with one | eg crossed over the other, a primtive witing
board device in her lap. She wore a uniformand a conmuni catorli ke headband that seened to serve
no ot her purpose than ornamentation. Her voice was rich and nel odic, and as she spoke he recalled
her fromthe short list of nenories logged in his virgin mnd, recalled her as the one who had
asked questions of himearlier on, before this sleep had intervened, gently but probing. He
renenbered that he desired to trust her, to confide in her. But there had been precious little to
tell. Gther than his nane...his nane...

Zor .

"Wel come back," Nova Satori said pleasantly when she noticed Zor's eyes open. "You' ve been
asl eep. "

"Yes," he said uncertainly. Hs mnd seened to speak it in several tongues at once, but
forenost came the one the female was versed in

"Did you dream agai n?" she asked.

He shook his head and raised hinself up in the bed. The fenal e-Nova, he renenbered-
notioned to a device that allowed himto raise the head portion of the padded sl eeping platform
He activated it, marveling at its primtive design, and wonderi ng why the bed wasn't reconfiguring
of its own accord. O by a pronpt fromhis thought or will...

"What's the last strong inpression you renenber fromyour past?" Nova asked after a
ni nut e.

For some unknown reason, the question angered him But with the anger returned the dream
nore clearly now, and it seenmed to himsuddenly that at one tinme he had been a sol dier of some
sort. He told her as much, and she wote sonething on her notepad.

"And after that?"

Zor searched for sonething in his thoughts, and said: "You."

"Not hi ng i n between?"

Zor shrugged. Once again the dreamresurfaced. Only this tine it was nmore lucid still. His
very body was participating in the menory, recalling where it stood and how it felt. And with this
canme a renenbrance of pain.

Nova watched himslide into it and was on her feet and by his side instantly, trying to
soothe him recall himfromwhatever nenories were driving himinto such unmtigated suffering and
agony. She felt a concern that ran much deeper than curiosity or nefarious purpose, and gave in to
it, her hand on his fevered brow, her heart beating alnpbst as rapidly as his.

"Let go of it, Zor," she said, her nputh close to his ear. "Don't push yourself-it wll
all come back to you in tine. Don't drive yourself to this!"
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Hi s back was arched, chest heaved up unnaturally. He groaned and put his hands to his
head, praying for it to end.

"Make it stop,"” he said through cl enched teeth. Then, curiously: "I promise | won't try
to remenber any nore!"

Nova st epped back sone, aware that he wasn't talking to her

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

He's the | eader of a race of clones,

Wio' d conme to Earth to smash sonme bones.

He's the Bioroid with lots of fight,

The Disturber of your sleep at night;

He screans "Victory, bab-ee, victory!

I"minvincible, I'm sonebody!"

lust get into a duel wth-

the Crimson Pil ot

"Crimson Pilot," music by Bowie Gant, lyrics by Louie Nichols

Dana |l eft the wi ndows of her room open that night, hoping that starlight and those redol ent aromas
woul d provi de sonme soporific enchantnent and ease her into sleep. But instead the |ight cast
menaci ng shadows on the wall and the snells and sounds drove her to distraction. She tossed and
turned for nost of the night and just before sunrise |lapsed into a fitful sleep plagued by

ni ght mares that featured none other than the red Bioroid pilot. As a result she slept late. Upon
awakeni ng, still half in the grip of the night's fear and terror, she literally ran to the
conmpound' s battle simulator, where she chose | and-based Bi oroi d conbat scenari o one-D- one-ni ner
and exorci sed her denons by anni hilating a hol ographic i mage of the crinson pilot, setting a new
hi gh score on the necha-si zed nachi ne.

Entering her initials to the software package, however, was not prize enough to stabilize
the circular pattern of her thoughts, and she carried a nixture of anger and bafflenent with her
for the rest of the day.

Sunset found her wandering into the 15th's ready-room where Bowi e was at the piano,
vanpi ng on the atonal progression of half-notes he had heard in Misica's harp chanber and finally
been able to recall (and score). Angelo, Louie, Xavez, and Marino were |oungi ng about.

"It's good to hear you playing again," Dana conplimented him She tried to humthe curious
mel ody. "What is that?"

"It's as close as | can get to Musica's harp," he told her, right hand running through the
nmodul ating riff again. Bowi e put both hands to it now, inprovizing an enhancenent. "What ki nd of
people can create nmusic like this and still find it in their hearts to kill?"

"Don't confuse the people with their |eaders," Dana started to say as Sean burst into the
room He made a beeline for her and was out-of-breath when he spoke.

"Li eutenant, you're not gonna believe this, but do | have a piece of news!"

"Qut with it," she said, without a clue

"I did some investigating and found out who the GW have stashed away on the ninth floor
of the nedical center. It's a captured Bioroid pilot-a red Bioroid pilot."

Dana's mouth fell open. "Did you see hinP"

Sean shook his head. "They've got himunder pretty tight security."”

"How did you find this out, Sean?" Bow e asked fromthe piano stool

Sean touched his forefinger to his nose. "Wll, nmy friend, let's just say that it pays to
make friends with a cute nurse now and again..."

Dana made an inpatient gesture. "Do you think it's him Sean-Zor, the one we saw in the
fortress?"

"Don't know, " he confessed.

"I'"ve got to see him" she said, beginning to pace.

"Those G nps ni ght have sone different ideas about that,"

Sean said to her back

"I don't care about them" Dana spat. "l've got some questions to ask, and that Bioroid
pilot's the only one capabl e of answering them"”

"Yeah, but you'll never get to see him" Louie N chols chined in.

Angel o had al so picked up on the conversation. "I don't know what you've got in mind

Li eutenant, but | don't think it's a good idea to stick our noses where they don't belong."
"In any case," Louie pointed out, "he's probably beep progranmed agai nst divul gi ng
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information. It's not likely you'll get anything out of him"

"You're probably right," Dana agreed. "But | don't think I"mgoing to be able to get a
good night's sleep until | confront himface-to-face."

Sean put his hands on his hips and thought for a nonent. "Well, if it means that nmuch to
you, then let's do it. But how are we going to get in there?"

Dana considered this, then smled in sudden realization. "I've got an idea," she |aughed;

then qui ckly added, "Fasten your seatbelts, boys-it's going to be a bunpy night!"

An hour |ater, a bogus nmaintenance transport was runbling through the darkened streets of
Monunment City en route to the nedical center. Louie had the wheel. Stopped at the gate, Angel o,
riding shotgun, flashed a phonied-up requisition and repair order at the sleepy guard.

"Mai nt enance wants us to fix a ruptured ion gun in one of your X-ray scanning sequencers,"”
the sergeant said know ngly.

The guard scratched absently at his helmet and waved the vehicle through. As it entered
t he underground garage, Louie said, " By the way, ion guns don't rupture."'

"Rupture, shrmupture,” Angelo rhyned. "It got us in, didn't it?"

Louie steered the transport to a secluded parking area. Angel o hopped down fromthe front
seat and threw open the rear doors: out stepped Bow e, Sean, Marino, and Xavez-all in coveralls
and vi sored caps-and Dana, in a nurse's uniformthat was at |east three sizes too small for her
and fit her like a second skin. Louie and Bow e inmedi ately began toying with the hospital's phone
and comline switches, while the rest of the nen started to strip down...

In Zor's ninth floor room Nova put her clipboard aside to answer the phone. A nasal voice
at the other end said:

"This is the office of Chief-of-Staff Emerson, Lieutenant Satori, and the general requests
that you neet with himat the Mnistry as soon as possible."

Nova frowned at the handset and recradled it. She apol ogi zed to Zor for having to | eave so
suddenly, and a minute |ater was on her way..

Bowi e, who had a reputation for vocal inpressions, unpinched his nose and infornmed the
team that Satori had taken the bait. The coveralls gone now, Angel o wore bedroom slippers and an
unremar kabl e cotton terry robe. Marino and Xavez were dressed |like orderlies. Sean was in his
usual uniform

"Ckay," Dana told the sergeant, "nake your nove in ten nminutes."

"I never mssed a cue," Angel o prom sed.

Nova told the two QWP guards who were stationed either side of the door to Zor's roomto
keep their eyes peel ed.

“I"1l be back shortly," she said.

At the sane tine, soneone pushed the buzzer outside Marie Crystal's seventh floor room
She was sitting in bed, reading a bodybuil di ng magazi ne, which she quickly hid from sight,
sli ppi ng beneath the sheets as she did so and feigning sleep

A nmonment | ater, the doors hissed open and in wal ked Sean

Mari e sat up, surprised. "What are you doing here at this tine of night?"

Meanwhil e, on the ground floor, Dana, toting a |arge shoul derbag (her nurse's cap in
pl ace), was escorting a stretcher to one of the elevators; the stretcher was borne by Xavez and
Mari no, both wearing surgical nasks-to hide their smles as nuch as anything el se. They entered
the car, pushing seven on the floor display, just as the adjacent elevator opened, allow ng Nova
Satori to step out.

Upstairs, Sean was down on one knee at Marie's bedside. "I got to thinking...you |lying
here all by yourself. | was worried about you."

"Ch, no kidding," she returned sarcastically.

"Seriously," he persisted. "It's a beautiful night, Marie. And |I thought you nmight like to
go up on the roof and enjoy it with ne. A change of scenery, you know?"

Mari e | aughed. "Sounds great, but these doctors watch every nove | nake."

Sean stood up and | owered his voice conspiratorially. "How '"bout if |I prom sed you you
woul dn't get in any trouble?"

She threw hima puzzled | ook

"I cleared it all with the adm nistration,” he said with el aborate innocence.

Marie couldn't help but be a little suspicious. "Wy ne, Sean?"

"Because you're so sweet and gentle," he flattered her. "I can't help nyself!" Then all at
once there was a light rap at the door and he seenmed suddenly inpatient. "Cone on, get ready. Your
| i mousi ne's here."

No sooner had Marie run a hand through her hair and cinched her robe, than the doors
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hi ssed open again. Two nmasked orderlies appeared bearing a stretcher

Mari e | eaned back, startled and having second thoughts. "Sean, | don't know about this..."

"What's the matter?" he said, corning over to the bed. "Let's not look a gift horse in the
mout h." W thout warning he pulled back the bed covers, and a second later, Marie found herself in
his arns, being carried over to the waiting stretcher and those grinning orderlies...

As soon as the 15th's trio had conveyed the stretcher a safe di stance down the deserted
corridor, Dana raced into Marie's room doffed the starched cap, and opened the w ndow. She | eaned
out and | ooked up: Zor's roomwas two stories directly above. Fromthe shoul der bag, she retrieved
a stun gun, a short coil of rope, and four clinber's suction cups. She put her armthrough the
former, and strapped the cups to her knees and wists. She tucked the stun gun into the unifornms
narrow belt. That nuch acconplished, she clinbed up on to the wi ndow stool and comenced her fly-
crawl up the marbl e side of the building.

Reaching the ninth floor, she peered cautiously into the wi ndow, alnost |osing her grip
when she saw Zor, the crinson pilot, sitting in the rooms single bed, a uniformjacket over his
shoul ders. She | owered hersel f down when he seened to sense her presence and turned to the w ndow.
She stayed that way for several seconds, then checked her watch. It read 9:29.

"Alnost tine," she said quietly, fixing a rope to the window s exterior frane...

At exactly 9:30 a slippered and bat hrobed Sergeant Dante stepped fromone of the ninth
floor elevators. Three GW sentries were on himinmediately.

"CGet back in the elevator,” one of themtold himcurtly. "This floor's closed to the
public.”

Angel o waited for the doors to close and then said: "That's all right, I'"'mallowd to be
up here." He began to wal k off nonchal antly. A second guard restrained him

"Check this guy out with security," the guard ordered one of his conpanions. The nman ran
to the wall phone, but reported back with a shout that the |ine was dead.

Thanks to Loui e's basenment tanpering, Dante thought.

"Lemme go, you guys," the sergeant protested to the two who had taken hold of his arns. "I
tell ya, I"'mhere to see ny wifel"”

"Simer down, pal," said the one on Dante's left. "We're going to go for a little walk.
You coming quietly or do we have to drag you?"

Dante smiled inwardly and prepared hinself for battle..

In his rooma short distance down the corridor, Zor heard the conmmotion and got out of bed
to investigate. It was all the diversion Dana needed: she leapt in through the wi ndow, her stun
gun in hand.

"Stop right there!" she told Zor, who was just short of the door

Zor turned and began to wal k toward her, wordless but deternined.

"Stay back!" Dana warned him arm ng the gun and bringing both hands to the grip. "If you
don't stop, I'Il fire!"

But he was undeterred, one nonent stalking her, and the next three feet over her head in a
superl eap that brought himdown precisely on the gun. As it flew from her hands, Dana dropped
back, adopting a defensive pose and waiting for himto cone.

Zor leaned forward as if to step, but ducked adroitly as she canme around with a roundhouse
right. He threw hinsel f against her mdsection, taking her down easily and pinning her to the
floor, his left hand clanped on her left wist, his right forearmpressed to her throat, firm
enough to strangle the breath from her.

"Why are you trying to kill me?" he demanded. "Wat have | done?!"

Dana gasped for air, managing to say: "You're responsible for killing nmen under ny
comand! " And nore

She saw his eyes go wide in surprise, felt the pressure agai nst her trachea | essen, and
made the nmost of it, heaving up with her legs and throwi ng himover her head. But the ninble alien
| anded on his feet after a back flip, conbat-crouched as Dana noved in on him

He avoi ded her side kick and dropped to the floor, sweeping Dana's |egs out fromunder her
with his right foot. She canme down hard on the side of her face and lost it for a nmonment. \Wen she
| ooked up, the alien had the gun trai ned on her.

“You're the one," Dana said, struggling to her feet. "The red Bioroid,"

"What are you saying?!'" He questioned her

Dana had her fists clenched, her feet spread for another kata. "You're the one we saw at
t he nounds-the one who captured Bowi e! And the one in the fortress!"”

Zor relaxed his gun hand sonewhat, his face betraying the bew | derment he felt. "Nova told
me the sanme thing," he said with troubled brow "Wat does it nean-Bioroid ?"

Dana strai ghtened from her pose. "Your nenory only works when you're Kkilling nmy men, is
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that it?!'" she shouted. "I don't know why |'m even bothering with you, alien!"
Zor winced as though kicked. "Alien?" he seenmed to ask hinmself; then: "I'ma Human bei ng!"
Whi ch he barely got out: Dana's powerful front kick caught himsquare on the chin and

sl ammed hi m back against the wall. He still had the gun, but it was now hangi ng absently by his

si de.

"l was there when you crawl ed out of that Bioroid!" Dana seethed. "Don't deny it!" She
stood waiting for himto get up, her hands ready; but the alien renained on his knees, bl ood
runni ng fromhis nouth..

"I won't," he said contritely. "But | wasn't responsible for what | was doi ng.
at her and said: "You' ve got to believe nel"

"Who nade you do it?! Who are they?!" Dana demanded

Resi gned, Zor threw the gun at her feet. "Can't you see?" he said, full of self-disgust.
"I've lost ny nmenory..."

Back at the elevators, Bowie Grant, in a white coat as large on himas Dana's nurse's
uni formwas small, had cone to Angie's assistance. Not that the sergeant needed any: one guard was
al ready unconscious, the one gripped in Dante's left armwell on the way, and the third was nore
than hal fway there. Sonehow, all of themhad lost their helmets in the struggle.

"Ah, excuse nme, M. Canpbell," Bowi e was saying in his best professorial voice. "Your
wife's roomis on the eighth floor."

Dante tossed the two sentries aside disnissively and went on to finish his scene with
Bowi e, playing to an all but unconscious house.

"So | nmade a mistake, Doc-is that any reason for these gorillas of yours to junp down ny
throat?!"

Bowi e, too, was willing to play along, especially now that the three were com ng around.
"Cal m down, M. Canpbell. They were only doing their job. And you can hardly blame themfor that,
right?"

Angel o | aughed shortly and let a whistling Bowi e | ead hi maway. ..

The tune Bowi e whistled was a strange one, with an unusual but haunting nelody. It was
Dana's signal to nmake her escape. She said as nmuch to Zor who was now seated on the edge of the
bed, his head in his hands.

"You can't remenber anything at all?" Dana asked one final tinme.

"No, it's hopeless," Zor started to say but suddenly | ooked up at the sound of the
whistled tune. "That mnusic," he said anxiously. "Wat is that music?!"

Dana knelt beside him "One of ny troopers learned it froman alien girl on the fortress,"”
she expl ai ned.

"Yes...| renenber!" Zor exclainmed. "A girl named...Msica."

Dana gasped. "That's right!" So Bowie's vision was real after all, she said to herself.

"I'"'mnot even certain how | know that," Zor shrugged..

El sewhere, Lieutenant Nova Satori was storming back to the med center elevators. "No one
makes a fool out of nme like that!" she seethed out |oud when the car doors closed..

"But this is great!" Dana was telling the alien, no | onger anxious to | eave the room
"It's starting to |l ook like your nenory's returning!"

Zor shook his head in despair.

And suddenly the doors hissed open

Dana thought it m ght be Bowi e and Angel o, but when she turned she found Nova Satori
glaring at her.

“I'"1l have your bars for this, Sterling!" she heard the GW |ieutenant say. Dana took two
qui ck steps and | aunched herself out the w ndow, rappeling down to Marie's roomw th Nova's
threats ringing in her ears.

Zor | ooked

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ironically, the man who coul d have hel ped nost was al so the one who coul d have done the nopst
damage-Dr. Lazl o Zand, who energes from his own works and those of numerous comentators as a kind
of voyeur to Earth's ravaging by the Robotech Masters. H s pathol ogi cal mani pul ati on of Dana
Sterling has only recently conme to |ight [see Zand's own Event Horizon] and one understands

conpl etely why Maj or General Rolf Emerson was loath to involve the scientist in any of Earth's
dealings with its new invaders. But it mnmust be pointed out that only Zand, Lang' s chief disciple,
coul d have provided the answers to the questions Earth Conmand was asking. It is indeed
fascinating to specul ate what m ght have come froma neeting between Zand and Zor Pri ne.

Zeitgeist, Insights: Alien Psychol ogy and the Second Robotech War
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Nova's first thought was to have Dana arrested by the GW for know ngly violating security,
tanpering, or whatever trunped-up charges the boys at dirty tricks could dreamup. But the fact
remai ned that Dana's encounter with Zor had resulted in a breakthrough of sorts. Wen Nova had
guestioned him after Dana's swashbuckling escape fromthe ninth floor hospital room it was
evident that sonething within the alien had been stirred; he had at |east partial recall of nanes
and faces apparently linked to his recent past, perhaps while onboard the alien fortress itself.

Prof essor Cochran was already revising his initial diagnosis based on Nova's updated
report; he was now rejecting the idea of fugue state and thinking nore in terns of the retrograde
type, or possibly a novel form of transient global amesia. Brain scans done after the alien's
fight with Lieutenant Sterling indicated that the Iinbic abnornalities detected earlier had
| essened to some degree; but Cochran was still in the dark as to the etiology. He pressed Nova to
openly call in Professor Zand, but Nova refused; she prom sed him however, that she woul d nmake
menti on of Zand during her neeting with General Enerson

The general was furious with Sterling for about five mnutes. After that, Nova coul d see
that a new plan had come to him one that would place Dana Sterling at the very center of things.
Nova woul d retain control over Zor's debriefing, but Dana was to provide the stinmulus.

Emer son explained all this to Dana scarcely a week after the med center players had made
chunps out of the GW sentries.

Dana hadn't heard word one from Nova or Hi gh Command during that tinme and had spent her
idle nonents preparing herself for the brig, working her body to exhaustion in the barracks
wor kout roonms, and trying to make sone sense out of the conflicting enptions she now felt toward
the alien pilot. Zor had been spirited away fromthe base hospital and even Sean hadn't been able
to pry any additional information fromthe nursing staff.

So Dana was hardly surprised when the call cane for her to report to General Enerson at
the Mnistry. But there were surprises in store for her she couldn't have guessed at.

Rol f was seated rigidly at his desk when Dana announced herself and wal ked into the
spaci ous office. Colonel Rochelle was standing off to one side, Zor to the other. Dana offered a
salute and Rolf told her in a scolding voice to step up to the desk.

"l suppose there's no need for me to introduce you to Zor, Lieutenant Sterling. It is ny
under st andi ng that you two have al ready net."

Dana gul ped and said, "Yes, sir. You see-"

"I don't want to hear your explanations, Dana," Rolf interrupted, waving his hand
di smissively. "This issue's confused enough already." He cleared his throat neaningfully. "What
you may or may not know, is that Zor is apparently amesiac-either as a result of the crash or
per haps t hrough sone neural safeguard the Masters saw fit to include in their Human pilots.
Neverthel ess, it is our belief that he can be brought through this. In fact, your
previ ous...encounter with himseens to have provided a start in that direction.”

"Uh, thank you, sir," Dana nuttered, instantly w shing she could take it back. Rolf's eyes
were flashing with anger.

"Don't thank me, Lieutenant! Wat you did was unconsci onabl e, and at sonme point you'll be
expected to nmake anends for it!" Rolf snorted. "But for the tine being, | want to place Zor under
your personal direction. | want himto take part in the Fifteenth's activities."

Dana was aghast. "Sir?...Do you nean?..." She | ooked over at Zor, struck by howterrific

he | ooked in the uniformand boots soneone had supplied him a tight-fitting navy blue and scarl et
junpsuit, cinched by a wide, gold-colored belt, and turtle-necked, making his |avender | ocks
appear even longer. His faint smle brought a simlar one to her face.

“I think | understand the logic here," she said, turning back to Rolf. "Anilitary
assignment may jog his nenmory in some way."

"Precisely,"” said Rolf. "Do you think you can handle it, Dana?"

Agai n she | ooked over at Zor; then nodded. "I'mwlling to try, sir."

"And what about your tean®?"

Dana t hought her words out carefully before speaking. "The Fifteenth is the finest unit in
the Southern Cross, sir. Everyone will do their part."

"And Bowi e?"
Dana's lips tightened. Bowie would be harder to handle. "I'Il talk to him" she told Rolf.
"He'll conme through, and I'mwlling to stake ny bars on it."

Emer son | ooked hard at her and said, "You are, Lieutenant."

When Dana had | eft the roomw th Zor, Col onel Rochelle had sone things to say to Emerson,
starting off by disavowing the entire project. "It's insane," he told Rolf, gesticulating as he
paced in front of the desk. "And I want no further part of it. An alien pilot-an office, at that-
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wandering around with one of our top units...Suppose he is a nole? Suppose he's wired or rigged in
some way we can't even fathon? W might just as well give the Masters an open invitation to have a
peek at our defenses.”

Enerson | et himspeak; Rochelle wasn't saying anything that Rolf hadn't already thought,
feared, scrutinized, and anal yzed to death.

"And why Sterling? She's a discipline problemand a-"

Rochel l e cut hinmself off short of the word, but Emerson finished the thought for him

"That's right, Colonel. She's half-alien herself. Part Human, part Zentraedi, and
therefore the perfect choice in this instance.” Rolf exhaled loudly, tiredly. "I know full well
how risky this is. But this Zor is our only hope. If we can show himwho we are, then perhaps he
can becone our voice to the Masters. If they're after what | think they're after, we've got to use
Zor to convince themthat we don't have it."

"The | egendary Protoculture factory," Rochelle said knowingly. "I just hope you know what
you're doing, sir."

Eyes cl osed, Enerson |eaned back in his chair and said nothing.

"Qur new recruit's a very skilled soldier," Dana told the assenbl ed nenbers of the 15th.

"I can tell you that he was assigned to us personally by General Enmerson hinself, and that | have
the utnost confidence in him™"

The team including a couple of greens fresh fromthe Acadeny, was gathered at ease in the
barracks ready-room Dana had been building up the newrecruit for the past five mnutes and
Angel o for one was beginning to get suspicious. Especially with all this talk about having faith
enough in the decision of H gh Cormand to accept a nission that seens somewhat extraordinary on
the face of it.

"Al'l right, you can come in now," the |lieutenant was saying, half-turned to the ready-room
sliders.

The doors hissed open and the | ean, clean-shaven recruit entered. He was handsone in an
al nost androgynous way, above-average height, and affected a shade of light purple dye in his long
hair. The yoke and flyout shoulders of his uniformwere green to Dana's red, the cadets' vyell ow,
and Louie's blue. Dana introduced himas Zor.

The nane had no nmeaning to sone of them but Angel o gave | oud voice to the sudden concerns
of the rest.

“"I's this the alien?!"

Dana said, "Zor is officially part of our unit."

Now everyone went bananas-all except Bowi e, who Dana had spoken to beforehand and who was
now gritting his teeth. Murnmurs of disbelief and confusion swept through the ranks, until Dante
angrily called themto a halt.

"Lieutenant, is this the real dope?" Corporal N chols asked unconvi nced.

"Bl azi ng Battloids," Dana responded. "Do you think I'm nmaking this up?"

Again the comrents began and again Dante silenced them stepping forward this tine and
fixing Zor with a ginmet stare.

"Lieutenant, | saw this alien shot down by his own troops! | sawit with my own eyes! The
guy's a spy! What is it-too obvious for H gh Cormand to see that?! He's a damm spy!"

"No way | want himfor ny w ngman," Sean called out.

"QUI ET!" Dana shouted as things began to escal ate.

"Now, I'mstill in conmand here, and |'mtelling you that Zor is officially assigned to
our unit! You let the general staff worry about whether or not he's a spy. It's our job to nmake
himfeel welcome and that's the long and short of it!" Dana stood, arns akinmbo, with her chin
thrust forward. "Any questions?" Wien no one spoke, she said: "Dismissed!"

Al'l but Louie Nichols began filing out of the room throwi ng hostile stares at the new
recruit. The corporal, though, went over to Zor and extended his hand.

"Wel cone to the Fifteenth," Louie said sincerely.

Zor accepted the proffered hand haltingly. It was easy enough to see where nost of the
t eam st ood; but what was he supposed to feel toward those who were suddenly befriending hin®

"So, big fella,” Louie smled. "You and Dana-you two getting along all right?"

The situation was, of course, fascinating to Nichols: the child of a bio-genetically
engi neered XT and a Hurman, now nade responsi ble for an XT who m ght very well have contributed his
own cellular stuff to the genetic slushpile... Dana and Zor could be father and daughter, sister
and brother, the possibilities were lintless. But what intrigued Louie even nore was the idea
that this Zor was related in sone way to his Tirolian nanesake-the geni us who had di scovered
Protoculture itself!
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The recruit Zor was puzzled by Louie's question; but Dana seermed to have seen through the
corporal's friendly gesture.

"Don't you have something better to do?" she said leadingly. "Perhaps down in the
mechani cs bays or sonet hi ng?"

Loui e took the hint and smled. "Guess | could find sonething to do...Later, Dana."

"And 1'll thank you to address nme in the proper manner from now on!" she barked as he was
backi ng of f.

Loui e reached the sliding doors just ahead of Eddie Jordon, the younger brother of the
private who had nmet such a cruel end during the fortress recon m ssion. Dana noticed the cadet add
his own hostile glare to the pool before exiting, fixing Zor with a | ook that could kill.

They placed himin a small room enpty save for a single chair and dark save for the
meager red light of a solitary filanent bulb. It was all so alien to him these encounters, events
and chal l enges. And yet one part of his mnd was surely famliar with it all, directing him
unt hi nki ngly through the notions, putting words in his nouth, summpning enotions and reactions.
But he was aware of the absence of connection, the absence of menories that shoul d have been tied
to these sane encounters and enotions. A reservoir that had been drai ned, which they now hoped to
refill.

Taken fromthe roomhe was |left alone in the dark, although his senses told himthat this
area was nmuch larger than the last, and that he was under observation. The slight one who had
escorted himto this new darkness had strapped a weapon on him an unused | aser pistol that
sonmehow felt primtive and archaic in his grip. Again, the thought assaulted himthat there was a
ki nd of mindl ess redundancy at work here: the weapon ought to be firing of its own accord,
adapting itself to his will, reconfiguring..

But all at once a spotlight found him and he was no | onger al one but at the center of a
whirling ring of sequenced targets; and he understood that the nature of the test was to destroy
each of these within a predetermned interval of tine. Conmands and countdowns were conveyed to
himover an anplified address system he could not see, |oud enough for himto hear through the
padded sil encers which sonmeone had thought to place over his ears.

The black and white targets had been whirling faster and faster, but were now di spersing,
abandoning the tight order of the circle for the safety of random chaotic novenment. A digita
chrononeter flashed in the background.

He spread his | egs and cl asped the weapon in both hands, enpty of all thought and centered
on picking out the sequenced target. As nunber one canme in behind him he crouched, turned, and
squeezed off a charge, disintegrating the substanceless thing in a fiery flash. Nunber two flew in
fromhis right and he holed it |ikew se, remaining in place for nunbers three and four.

He risked a gaze at the nunerical countdown and realized that he would have to press
himsel f harder if he was to destroy all of them H s next blast took out two at once.

Now they were coming at himon edge, but still his aimproved true, as two, then three
nore targets were splintered and destroyed. He took out the final one with an overhead shot just
as the countdown reached zero-zero-zero-zero

As the roomi s overhead lights came on, Zor hol stered the pistol and renpved the safety
muf fs. Dana came running out of the control booth, conplinenting Zor on his score. Behind her
were several nenbers of the 15th, sullen |ooks on their faces.

"I can't believe it!" Dana was gushing. "Were did you learn to shoot |ike that? You beat
the sinulator! No one's ever done that before! You' re good, Zor; you're really good!"

Zor felt sonething akin to pride but said nothing. He heard one of the cadets say, "Yeah
too good. "

He was young, on the small side, with dark brown bangs and an immature but not unpl easant
face. He had his arnms fol ded across his chest, defiantly.

Eddi e, Zor recall ed.

"You can shoot all right, but what now, hot shot? You gonna destroy the Bioroids or us?"

Zor renumined silent, uncertain.

"Can't hear you, big nan!" Eddie taunted him "Wat's the matter-cat got your tongue,

tough guy?"
"Cone on, Eddie," said Dana. "Lay off."
"You cone on, Lieutenant!” the youth told her. "I don't buy this |ost nmenory crap!"”

Wt hout warning Eddie drew his sidearmand |leveled it at Zor, who stood notionless, alnost
indifferent. Dana had stepped in front of him warning Eddie to put the gun away.

Instead the cadet grinned, said, "Here!", and gave the gun a sideways toss. Dana ducked,
stunmbling into Angel 0's arns, and Zor caught the thing.
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"And | don't think he's so tough, either!" Eddie said, walking away fromall of them

Dana drew herself upright and stared after him hands on her hips. "Wse guy!" she
mutt ered.

Zor | ooked down at the weapon, feeling a sudden revul sion

The alien renmained the outcast, but nost of the 15th grudgingly grew to accept him It
seened unlikely that he would ever be accepted as one of the team but by and large the hostile
| ooks had ceased. Except for Bowie and Louie, they all sinply ignored him Dana was a speci al
case; her interest in Zor was certainly beyond the call of duty and especially worrisone to
Sergeant Dante. There wasn't nuch he could do about it, but he kept his eyes on Zor whenever he
could, still convinced that the Bioroid pilot was an agent of the Robotech Masters, and that this
ammesi a thing was spurious at best.

Only Sean was neutral on the issue of Dana's infatuation. It wasn't as if he hadn't given
it any thought; it was just that he was too wapped up in his own infatuation with Marie Crysta
to pay it any mind. Ever since the night on the ned center roof, Sean had been preoccupied with
the raven-haired |ieutenant, alnobst to the point of forgetting entirely about the other wonen in
his life.

On the day Marie was due to be rel eased fromthe hospital, Sean decked hinself out in his
fanciest suit and wi ped the base florist clean of bouquets. He was on his way to see her, when
Dana al nost bowl ed himdown in the barracks corridor. Sterling, too, was dressed to the nines: a
skirt and bl ouse of pink shades, a white silk scarf knotted around her neck

"Now | isten, trooper," she | aughed, "Marie's not going to be as easy as shooting down
skyl arks, do you get ne?" She enphasized this by flicking her forefinger against one of the half-
dozen bouquets he was carrying, shattering the petals froma rose bl ossom

"Don't kid yourself," he joked back. "I shoot pretty well...And what's with the civvies?"
he said, giving her the once-over.

"Just a debriefing session with Zor,'

“"Debriefing? In those cl othes?"

"Yep," she nodded, checking her watch. "And |'mlate! So tell Marie |I said hi, and that
I"lIl come and see her as soon as | can!"

Wth that, Dana was gone, |eaving Sean to nutter in her wake: "A true space cadet."

Dana told him starry-eyed

Dana's idea of a debriefing session was to take Zor to Arcadia, Mnunent City's one and
only anusenment park. There they ate the usual junk food and fed credits to the usual ganes, but
only Dana was interested in going on the rides. Zor watched her fromthe sidelines, as she all owed
herself to be turned in circles in an endl ess variety of ways-upsi de-down here, centrifugally
there, backwards, forwards, and si deways.

It amazed Zor that after all this she could still retain an appetite for the gooey sweets
she favored; but then again, there was so nuch that was uncommon about her. At tines he felt as
t hough he knew her in some forgotten past that predated life itself, and was not so nuch a part of
his ammesiac state, but had nore to do with nystical |inks and occult correspondences.

For Dana it was nmuch the sane, only nore so (as all things were with her). She recogni zed
her infatuation and did nothing to repress or disguise it. Zor was supposed to be treated openly
and honestly, and Dana didn't see why love couldn't jog his nmenory just as well as war night. On
strict orders from General Enerson, she had yet to tell himof her nixed ancestry; but given his
condition, the confession would have little inpact in any case. So she sinply tried to keep things
fun.

At one point he suggested that they return to the base, but she vetoed it, pointing out to
himthat she was the one who was in charge.

"But I'mthe one you're experinenting on!" he told her, nmaking that sad face that nade her
want to hold and love him In return, he caught the | ook on her face and asked if sonething was
wong with her.

"I think I'min love," she sighed, only to hear himrespond: "That word has no neani ng for
me. "

It was a line she had heard often enough in the past; so she lightened up at once and
convinced himto at least ride the Space Tunnel with her. He wasn't wild about the idea, but
ultimately rel ented.

The Space Tunnel was Arcadia's nmain attraction; prospective dare-devils were not only
required to measure up to a height line but practically submit a note fromtheir physicians as
well. It was a high-speed, grueling rollercoaster ride through tunnels that had been designed to
pl ay dangerous tricks with the optic and auditory senses. Riders found thensel ves harnessed si de-
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by-side into two-person antigrav cars that were hurled into a phantasmagoric session with notion
si ckness and pure fright.

After Zor was nmade to understand that Dana's screans were the result of exhilaration and
not terror, he, too, began to surrender to the experience. It was only when they entered the
i nfamous swirling-disc tunnel that things started to conme apart.

There was sonet hi ng about the placenment of those light discs along the tunnel walls,
sonet hi ng about their vaguely oval shape and curious concavity that elicited a fearfu
menory...one he could not connect to anything but horror and capture. It seemed to tug at the very
fabric of his mnd, rending open places better |eft sealed and forgotten..

Dana saw his distress and desperately tried to reach for him but she was held fast by
both gee-forces and the harness nechanismitself. She could do nothing about the fornmer but wait
for a calmer point along the course; so in the nmeantine she went to work on the harness, pulling
the couplers free of their sockets. Al nost immediately she realized she had miscal cul ated: the car
was accelerating into a full rollover and in an instant the shoul der harness was undone and she
was thrown fromthe seat.

Zor saw her propelled to the rear of the speeding car, the shocking sight strong enough to
overconme nenory's hold. Except that it wasn't only Dana that he reached out for after he'd undone
his own harness, but the radiant inmage of a wonan fromhis past, a gauzy pink inage of |ove and
| oss, not easily forgotten in this or any other lifetine.

Zor wrestled with the inage of the wonman for several days. He didn't nention it to Dana or
Nova Satori, but it acconpani ed hi mwherever he went, his first clear-cut nenory, seeningly a key
to that Pandora's Box stored in his mnd.

He was with the GW lieutenant now, viewing a series of video inages that were apparently
supposed to have some nmeaning for him but had thus far proven | ess than evocative. Tall fruit-
bearing trees of sone kind, tendrils wapped around an eerily | um nescent gl obe; protoplasnc
vacuol es free-floating anmidst a neurallike plexus of cables and crossovers; a round-topped arnored
cone rising fromthe equally arnored surface of a galactic fortress..

"We' ve been over and over these tapes, Zor," Nova said, illunmnating the roomwith the tap
of a switch. "What are you trying to do-drive us both crazy?"

Zor made a disgruntled sound. "I'mgetting closer each tinme | |ook at these things. | can
feel it, I can just feel it. I'"'mgoing to renenber. Sonething, at least. I'Il break through." Zor
stroked his forehead absently, while Nova | oaded a video cassette into a second machine. "Let's
take a |l ook at that first program again."

"What happens if you do regain your nmenory?" Nova asked himcoolly. "Do you crack up or
what ?"

"Who woul d care, anyway?" Zor threw back.

Nova smiled wyly. "Maybe Dana, but she's about the only one.”

The GWP lieutenant's attitude toward the alien had changed, although Zor was at a loss to
understand it. He sensed that it had sonething to do with Dana, but didn't see how that m ght
expl ain her sudden turnabout.

"Just play the tape," he told her harshly.

A red bi pedal war machine Satori had called a Bioroid; other war machines in conbat wth
Hovercrafts; three identical mesas, round and steep-sided, crowned with vegetation and rising
abruptly froma forested plain..

Zor stared at the scene, a sharp pain piercing his skull, words in an ancient voice
filling his inner ears.

"Earth is the final source of Protoculture, t he voi ce began. "The basis of our power,
the life' s-blood of our existence. Qur forenpst goal is to control this |life-source by recapturing
that which was stolen fromus, that which was hidden fromus, that which we al one are deserving of
and entitled to... "

Zor was on his feet, unaware of Nova's voiced concern. He saw t hree shadowy shapes arise
fromthe nobunds and di sappear-creatures deliberately revealing thenselves for his benefit.

Nova heard trimgroan, then screamin agony as he col |l apsed unconsci ous across the
t abl et op.

Prof essor Cochran was unavail abl e and Professor Zand was tabu; so Nova had to call in a
relatively low level GS physician on loan to the GW fromthe defense departnent.

Zor was unconscious, though not conmatose, withing on the bed Nova and the doctor had
carried himto in the mlitary police barracks.

Dr. Katz and Lieutenant Satori were standing over himnow, the doctor professionally al oof
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and Nova encouraged by the breakthrough but at the same tine alarnmed. Katz had undressed Zor and
given hima sedative, powerful enough to calmthe alien some but not strong enough to control the
unseen horrors he was experi encing.

"Earth," Zor was groaning. "Earth, Earth is the source...Earth!...Protoculture! W nust
have it!..."

"He's finally renenbering,”" Nova said quietly.

Katz adjusted his eyeglasses and took a final glance at the bedside charts. "There is no
apparent sign of brain damage. The sedative should take effect soon and |last through the night."

Nova thanked him "One nore thing," she told himbefore he left the room "You are now
under top-security restriction. You haven't been here at all, you've never seen this patient. Is
t hat under st ood?"

"Conpletely," said Katz

Nova brushed wet bangs from Zor's feverish brow and foll owed the doctor out.

A minute after the door closed behind her, an electrical charge seened to take charge of
the sedated alien, starting in his head and radi ating out al ong afferent pathways, forcing his
body into a kind of involuntary stiffarned salute. Zor screaned and clutched at the bed covers,
his back arched, chest heaved up, but Nova and Katz were too far away to hear him

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Zor had sacrificed his life while attenpting to redress sone of the injustices his discoveries had
brought about. It mnust have occurred to the Masters that his clone-properly nurtured, properly
controlled to mmic the behavior of his parent/ twi n-would share the same selfless qualities. Just
what the Masters had planned for Zor Prine after he'd led themto the Protoculture matrix is, and
forever shall be, open to specul ation

M ngta, Protoculture: Journey Beyond Mecha

In the Robotech flagship, still holding in geosynchronous orbit above Earth's equator, the three
Masters were seated for a change. A spherical holo-field dom nated the center of the triangle
fornmed by their high-backed chairs, and in the field itself flashed enhanced video i nages of the
worl d through the eyes of their agent, Zor Prime, electronic transcriptions of the data returned
to themvia the neural sensor inplanted in the clone's brain.

"The poor blind fools actually believe they've captured a brai nwashed Human," Bowkaz said
acidly. "l expect the destruction of such a species will be no great loss to the gal axy."

Shai zan agreed, as an Arcadia imge of thrill-seeking Dana appeared in the field. "They're
like insects, but with enptions. Primtive, industrious, and productive, but frivolous. This
imature female, for exanple..."

"Hard to believe she's an officer," he continued, light fromthe holo-field sphere white-
washi ng his aged face. "A conmander of nen and machi nes, |leading theminto war..."

Anot her view of Dana now, as she appeared when seated opposite Zor at one of the park's
picnic tables.

"And it seens that she is part Zentraedi," said Bowkaz, his chin resting on his hand.

Shai zan grunted neaningfully. "It doesn't seem possible, and yet the sensors have detected
certain bio-genetic traits. But the mating of a Zentraedi and a Human...how very odd."

"The cl one has sensed sonething in this hal fbreed, and that recognition has aroused him
Enotion is obviously the key to bringing back the nenories of the donor Zor."

Again the sphere inage de-rezzed, only to be replaced with those scenes Nova had recently
shown Zor: the red Bioroid, battling necha, and the three nounds.

“I't is no wonder the cl one experienced such agony," Dag commented, referring to this | ast
hol o- proj ection

Under the man- made nounds were buried the remains of the SDF-1 and -2, along with Khyron's
war shi p. The Masters felt certain that the Protoculture matrix was intact under one of these, and
had gone so far as to investigate their hunch, but were stopped cold by the waiths who guarded
the device. The clone, of course, had led that particul ar operation

"The clone is regaining his donor's nenory of Protoculture,” Bowkaz added knowingly. "Is
it possible that he will tell them what he knows? Renenber how he deceived us so many years ago;
we mnmust proceed with caution. "

The sphere was a sky-blue vacuum now, a portrait of enpty consciousness itself,
interrupted at intervals by jagged eruptions of neural activity.

"Are you suggesting that we assune control of the clone?" Shaizan asked.

Bowkaz gave a slow nod, as one final inmage filled the sphere: the hostile faces of the
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15t h when Zor had first been introduced to them "To avoid the risk of his being subjected to even
nmore base emotions. | propose we begin imediately, if only to focus his mnd on the
Protocul ture.”

"Agreed," the other Masters said after a nonent.

Nova's updated reports to General Emerson concerning Zor's identification with the Macross
mounds and hi s ravi ngs about Protoculture convinced Rolf that it was tine to open up the case to
the general staff. Commander Leonard agreed and an ad hoc interagency session was convened in the
M nistry's comittee room

Emerson briefed the officers, and Leonard took it fromthere.

"The alien's flashes of nenory tell us one thing: Earth is the renai ning source of al
Protoculture. If we can believe it, then this is the sole reason the Robotech Masters have not
destroyed the planet."

No one at the table needed to be rem nded that Protoculture had spared the SDF-1 fromthe
Zentraedi in a simlar fashion

"But they will continue their attacks until they have accumul ated every supply of
Protocul ture we have," Leonard continued. "This nmeans that once they learn that the so-called
factory was nothing but a legend, they will go after our power plants, our necha, every Robotech
device that relies on Protoculture.

"Therefore, our only hope for survival is very sinple: we nmust attack first and nmeke it
count."

Rol f couldn't believe his ears. The idiot was right back where they were before Zor had
even entered the picture.

"But Suprene Conmmander," he objected. "Wy provoke an attack when we have sonething they
woul d barter to get? Let's tell them we know why they're here and nmake a deal." Rolf raised his
voice a notch to cut through the protests his proposal had elicited. "Zor can speak for us! W
could get the word to themthat we are open to negotiation!"

"Are you serious, General?" said Mjor Kinski, speaking for several of the others. "What
do you propose to do-sit down and have a |luncheon with the Robotech Masters?" He waved his fist at
Emerson. "They won't deal; they haven't even made an attenpt to conmunicate!"

Leonard sat quietly, recalling the personal warning the Masters had sent his way not |ong

ago. ..

"I"'mquite serious,"” Rolf was responding, his hands flat on the table. "And don't raise a
fist at me, young man! Now, sit down and keep quiet!"

"You heard him" Rochelle said to Kinski, backing Enerson up

Now it was Leonard's turn to cut through the protests.

"W're not in the deal - maki ng busi ness, gentlenen,” he said stonily. "W're here to
protect the sovereignty of our planet.”

"How can you even think of negotiating with these nurderous aliens?" asked the officer on
Kinski's left.

Kinski's own fist struck the table. "A mlitary solution is the only response. Qur people
expect nothing | ess of us."

Rol f | aughed mani acally, in disbelief. "Yes, they expect us to bring the planet to the
brink once nore"

"That's enough!" Leonard bellowed, putting an end to the argunents. "W begin coordi nating
attack plans i mediately. This session is adjourned.”

Enmer son and Rochelle kept their seats as the others filed out.

Zor spent four days in the hands of the GW and was then released to rejoin the 15th.
Louie Nichols greeted himwarmy when he was returned to the barracks conpound, desperate to show
himthe scale replica of the red Bioroid he had finally conpl et ed.

"I made it myself," Louie said proudly. "It's just |like the one you wore in battle."

Zor stared at the thing absently and pushed his way past Louie. "l...don't quite
renenmber,"” he said gruffly.

"Hey, what's up?" Louie insisted, catching up with him "I"monly trying to help you

renenber what happened out there, buddy."

"Sure," Zor nmunbl ed back, mnoving on

Loui e woul d have said nore, but Eddie Jordon had |eapt off the couch and was suddenly
beside him pulling the netal head off the replica.

"Not so fast, hot shot," Eddie yelled. "I want to talk to you. Turn around!"

Zor stopped and faced him Eddie was hefting the heavy object, tossing it up with one

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/McKinney,%20Jack%20-%20Robotech%2008%20Metal%20Fire.txt (64 of 77) [1/19/03 5:01:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/M cKinney,%20Jack %20-%20Robotech%2008%20M etal %20Fire.txt

hand, threateningly. Louie tried to intervene, but the cadet shoved hi m aside.

"You're the cause of ny brother's death!" Eddie declared angrily. "You're a liar if you
tell me you don't renenber! Now admt it, clone!”

Angel o Dante was up on his feet now, warily approachi ng Eddi e from behi nd.

"Cone on, Zor!" Eddie hissed into Zor's face, the robot head still in his head. "Tell ne-
just how rmuch did ny brother suffer?!”

Zor said nothing, nmeeting Eddi es gaze with eyes enpty of feeling, ready to accept whatever
it was the cadet saw fit to deliver.

"You tell me about it!" Eddie was saying, angry but shaken; taken over by the nenory of
| oss and now powerl ess against it. "I know you renenber," he sobbed. "I just want to..."

Eddi es head was bowed, his body convul sed as the pain defeated him Zor averted his eyes.

But suddenly the cadet's fury returned, cutting through the sorrow with a right that
started alnost at the floor and came up with a loud crack! against Zor's chin. Zor fell back
agai nst the rec room s bookshel ves; he slunped to the floor and | ooked up at his assail ant.

"Feel better now?" Zor asked, w ping blood fromhis lip.

Eddi es face contorted in rage. He raised his right fist high and stepped in to deliver a
foll owup bl ow, but Angel o Dante had positioned hinself in front of Zor

Eddie's fist glanced off the sergeant's jaw wi thout budging the |arger man an inch. Angelo
frowned and said, "Don't you think that's enough?"

The cadet was both angry and frightened now He | ooked past Angel o, glowering at Zor, and
threw the robot head to the floor with all his remaining strength. Then he turned and fled the
scene.

Angel o knuckl ed his bruised cheek. Behind him Zor said, "Thanks."

"I won't stop himagain, Zor," the sergeant said w thout turning around.

“I don't blame you," Zor returned, full of selfreproach. "I suppose | deserve a |lot nore
than a few
punches for what happened to his brother."

Dante didn't bother to argue the fact.

"You got that right, mster," he sneered, wal king off.

Zor rode the elevator down to the compound's workout room it was deserted, as he'd hoped
it would be. He took a seat against the rooms mrrored wall, regarding the many exerci se nmachi nes
and wei ght benches in bew | dernment, then turned to glance at his reflection.

He had no menory of Eddie Jordon's brother, or of any of the evil deeds the team seenmed to
hol d hi mresponsible for. And wi thout those menories he felt victinzed, as much by his own mnind
as by the teans' often unvoiced accusations. Wrse still, the nore he did renenber, the nore
correct those accusations appeared. Wthout exception his dreans and inconplete nmenory flashbacks
were filled with viol ence and an undefinabl e but pervasive evil. It nust be true, he decided. |
have killed other Human beings...l'ma killer, he told hinself-a killer!

Zor pressed his hands to his face, his heart filled with renorse for wongdoi ngs as yet
unreveal ed. And how different this felt than the angry nood he had found hinself in earlier the
sanme day!

VWil e he was on the way to the barracks from Nova's post, on the Hovercycl e she had
requi sitioned for his use, Dana had ridden up alongside him full of her usual optimsmand what
seened to be affection.

"Have you renenbered anything el se?" she had asked him

He practically ignored her

"Why am | getting the silent treatnent all of a sudden?" she had shouted from her cycle.
"You' ve | ost your recent nmenory, too? You've |lost all respect for me?"

It was as though sonething inside himwas forcing anger against her, irrational but
i mpossible to redirect.

He had snarled at her. "I can't stand the constant interrogation, Lieutenant..."
"So! There you are!" he suddenly heard from across the workout room Dana was standi ng by
the door, inmpatient with him "I thought you were going to wait for me in the ready-room |'ve

been | ooking all over this place for you."

Zor squeezed his eyes shut, feeling the anger begin to rise in himagain, dispersing the
sorrow of only nonents ago

“"I"'mtired of this," he told her, trying his best not to betray the rising tide. "Pl ease
| eave me al one, Dana."

Dana reacted as though sl apped.

"I don't want you bothering nme anynore.'

Sonet hing forced the words fromhis tongue. "And
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I don't want ny nenory back either, understand?"
"I don't believe what |I'm hearing," she said, standing over himnow

Zor stood up and whirled on her. "I can't take this whole situation! If your people want
what's | ocked up in ny brain, tell themto operate!”

Dana's face clouded over. "You're really hurting ne," she said softly. "I'monly trying to
help you. | want us to keep being friends. Please...let ne." Wen he didn't respond she risked a
step toward him "Listen to ne, Zor. The past is the past. | don't care what you did. | only know

you as you are now. And | think one part of you feels as close to me as | feel to you." She placed
her hands on his shoulders and tried to hold his gaze. "Don't run away fromthis-we can win!"

"No!" he said, turning away fromher. "It's over."

She took her hands off himand | ooked down at the floor. "Okay. If that's the way you want
it, then that's it." Then her chin came up. "But don't come |ooking for ne when you need hel p!"

Dana pivoted through a 180-degree turn and started off, her nose in the air. The roomfelt
unfocused, and it was alnpst as if she didn't notice the |arge projection screen that had been
positioned against the mrrored wall. Her foot slamed hard into one of the netal frane's support
| egs and she cursed loudly. But that wasn't enough for her. "You stupid thing!" she barked, and
toe- ki cked the tubular Ieg, knocking it free of the frame's weighted foot. The franme began to
toppl e backwards, thick lucite screen and all, and everything seenmed to hit the mrrors at the
sane tine.

Instinctively, Zor had rushed forward, aimng to tackle her to safety; but two steps
forward he caught sight of hinmself, reflected in each of the hundreds of mrror shards | oosed from
the fractured wall

Past and present seened to coal esce in that nonent: Dana's frightened face becane a dark
sil houette, then transnutated into the visage of soneone ancient and unm stakably evil

Zzoorrr...a di senmbodi ed voice called to him There is no place to run. You cannot escape
us, you cannot get away..

Now a hand as aged as that face pointed and cl osed on hi m open-pal ned, and suddenly he
found hinself running through the curved-top tunnels of sone twilight world, fleeing the grasp of
armed guardi ans, Gaped, hel neted, and curiously arnored. A trio of threatening voices pursued him
through that labyrinth as well, but ultimately he outran them |aunching hinself through a
hexagonal portal and secreting hinmself in a darkened room filled with a heavenly nusic..

A green-haired wonan sat at a harp, her slender fingers formng chords of |ight that
danced about the room He knew but coul d not speak her nane. Likew se he knew that he had vi ol at ed
a tabu by visiting this place...those ancient ones who sought to control him to keep himl ocked
away and insul ated; those ancient ones who sought to have himabsorb a Iife he had not I|ived!

Musi ca, the green-haired harpist told him..

But he had al ready noved behind her now, his arm across her neck. The Term nators had
caught up with him and he nmeant to use her as a shield, a shield...They will not kill her he told
hi nsel f, as she quaked with fear in his arnms. She is one of them

But the Term nators had arnmed their weapons and were taking aim and although he had
pushed her aside and fled once nore, they had fired-fired at her..

The worl d was bl ood-red. Soneone was calling his name...

Dana was struggling beneath him he had col | apsed over her, shielding her fromthe gl ass
but pinning her to the floor.

"Musica..." Zor heard hinself tell her, as she hel ped himget up. "Wien | first saw her,
she was playing this beautiful nmusic. Then | used her as a shield...|l didn't think they'd kil
her, but they did!"

Dana was staring at him her eyes wide. "No, Zor, they didn't," she tried to tell him
"Bowi e saw her-alive! It nust have been a dream"

Zor was up and wal king away from her, fixed on his angry reflection in the shattered
mrror.

"I have no nenory" he declared, his azure eyes narrowed. "lI'man android. | did kil
Eddie's brother, I"'mcertain of it."

He rammed his right fist into the mrror; then his left, tossing off Dana when she tried
to restrain him Again and again right and left, he punched and whal ed at the broken gl ass,
ultimately exhausting hinmself and reducing his hands to a bl oody pul p.

"My god!" he how ed. "The Robotech Masters! They nust control me conpletely!"

Dana was | eani ng agai nst his back, her hands over his shoul ders, sobbing.

Zor's nostrils flared. "There's only one way to defeat them | nust destroy nyself!"

"No," Dana pleaded with him "There's always hope..." She caught sight of the fresh bl ood
dripping down the nmirror and reached out for his hands. "Your hands!" she gasped. She pulled her
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kerchi ef out and wapped it around his right, which appeared far nore |l acerated then the left.
"Androi ds don't bleed," she said to him between sobs. "You're Human, Zor-"
"Wthout a nenory? Wthout a will of ny own?"
She wanted to say sonething, but no words came to her
“I"'msorry, Dana," Zor told her after a nonent. "l've said sonme terrible things to you..."
"Let me help you," she said, looking into his eyes.
Zor pressed his forehead to hers.

Later, Zor narched determ nedly down the halls of the Mnistry, closing fast on the office
of Rolf Enerson. Dana's hel p would be invaluable, but there were things he was going to have to do
al one. To start with, he needed every scrap of information that was available on the Masters, on
their fortresses and science of bio-genetic engineering, and Enerson was the only one who woul d
have access to this.

At the office doors, he stopped and tried to conmpose hinself; then lifted his bandaged
hand to knock. He coul d hear voices coning fromthe other side of the door

But something arrested his nmotion: answering the call of an unknown force, he stood silent
and notionless at the threshold, eyes and ears attuned to a kind of recording frequency.

"But it's reckless for Leonard to press an attack now, General," Zor heard Rochelle say.
"We aren't prepared.”

Rol f Emerson said: "I know, but what can | do? Leonard has nost of the staff on his side
I'd hoped this wouldn't happen. |I'd hoped to use Zor as a bargaining agent...But instead, it's
cone down to all-out war."

For several minutes Zor listened at the door, while Emerson and Rochelle summari zed the
general staff's hastily coordinated attack plans. Then he turned away and wal ked stiffly down the
corridor, his original notivations erased.

Unobserved at the far end of the corridor, Angelo Dante watched Zor |eave; tight-1ipped,
the sergeant nodded his head in knowi ng confirmation

The neuro-sensor inplanted in Zor's brain now transnitted a steady supply of visual and
auditory information, filling the flagship hol o-sphere with new i nages that both troubled and
enlightened the three Masters.

"Notice how the clone's rage interferes with our attenpts to mani pul ate his behavior,"
Bowkaz pointed out, comenting on Zor's blood match with his own reflection. "This is worrisone."

"But even so," Shaizan countered, "the use of the clone goes well-even better than we had
hoped." Emerson and Rochelle's exchange of attack plan data under scored the solitary i mge of a
chevroned doorway. "It is interesting, though...the Mcronians continue to delude thenselves with
pl ans of attacki ng our Robotech fortresses."

"I nmust say they have courage," said Dag.

Shai zan squinted at the hol o-sphere's lingering transignal

"One sinple truth remains for the Mcronians: we will annihilate every one of them
Anni hilate them"

"Anni hilate them" Bowkaz repeat ed.

“Anni hilate them"

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
"AJACs, ny butt! They're nothing but goddamed Protocopters!"
Remark attributed to an unknown TASC pil ot

The United Earth Governnent flag flew high over the copper-doned Neo- Post-Federalist Senate
Bui | di ng. | nside, Supreme Comrander Leonard addressed a comnbi ned audi ence of UEG personnel
Sout hern Cross officers (Dana Sterling and Marie Crystal anmong then), representatives of the
press, and privileged civilians, fromthe podium of the structure's vast senatorial hall. Behind
himon the stage sat General Rolf Enerson, Col onels Rochelle and Rudol f, and the Joint Chiefs-of-
Staff.

"We fully realize there has been much debate over the advisability of a preenptive strike
against the alien fleet at this juncture. These concerns have been taken into carefu
consi deration by the Hi gh Conmand of the Armed Forces. But the time has come to put an end to
debate, and to unite all our voices behind a common effort.

"Proto-engi neering has conpleted the first consignment of the new Arnored Jet Attack
Copters, henceforth designated as AJACs. These will formthe nucleus of the first assault wave.
Your corps conmanders wi |l have your individual battle assignnents.
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"I know there isn't a single soldier in this hall today who isn't painfully aware of al
the hazards that will certainly arise during the course of this nmission, and there are still sone
who woul d advi se against its undertaking. But the H gh Cormand has determ ned that we now have the
capability of dealing a devastating blowto the eneny, and to do nothing in the face of this
advantage is to admt defeat!"

Leonard's speech received | ess than enthusiastic support, except fromcertain nenbers of
the general staff and the mlitaristic wing of Chairman Miran's teetering |egislature.

Enmer son and Rochell e scarcely appl auded. Leonard, the two had deci ded, was a negal onani ac;
and the attack plan itself, utter madness.

Afterwards, in front of the building, where the press was all but assaulting Leonard's
silver chariot linp, Marie Crystal naneuvered through the crowds to bring her Hovercycle al ongside
Dana's, just as the 15th's |ieutenant was engagi ng her own necha's thruster's. Though it was the
first time the wonen had seen each other in several weeks, the reunion was hardly a happy one.

"Guess who's been assigned to the first wave?" Marie taunted her sonetinme rival. Recently
given a clean bill-of-health by the nmed center staff, she had been reassigned to active duty and
reunited with her tactical air squadron

"Well aren't you the lucky little hotshot, Marie," Dana returned in her sarcastic best.
"You' re through licking your wounds, huh?" Dana never had paid her that visit-not after what Sean
had reported of Marie's continuing quest for a scapegoat.

Marie's cat's-eyes flashed. "Believe ne, |I'mconpletely recovered," she told Dana, with a
sly grin. "I never felt better in my entire life. But | think it's just awful that the Hovertanks
won't be seeing any action this tine around. Guess you'll be able to get sone training done while
we' re gone-heaven knows you need it."

Dana let the remark roll off her back. "To be perfectly honest, I'mreally not too unhappy
about bei ng grounded," she said in an off-hand manner. "You pilots'l| have your hands full."

Marie sniggered. "It won't be that bad. At least this tine we'll have a conmmander who

knows what she's doing. Know what | nean?"

Dana frowned, in spite of her best efforts not to. "Ch, why don't you lose that |ine?" she
snapped at Marie. "Wen are you going to realize that it wasn't ny fault?"

Mari e | aughed, proud of herself. "Don't worry, | forgive you," she said, twisting the
throttle and joining the exiting throngs. "So long," she called over her shoul der

Dana was tenpted to send sone obscene gesture her way, but thought bettor of it and
reached down to reactivate the thrusters. No sooner had she arned the switch than Nova Satori
wander ed over.

"Make it brief, Nova," Dana began. "I have to neet Zor in fifteen mnutes and he al ways
starts worrying if I'mlate.”

Nova never had a chance to confront her face-to-face on the nedical center stunt, and Dana
was in no nood for an argument now. It had been settled officially, and she was willing to let it
rest. Although Nova probably didn't see it that way.

"Zor's the very person | wanted to speak to you about."

"Wel | ?" Dana said defensively.

"The QWP appreciates all you' ve done to help himregain his nmenory, but we feel there are
sone areas that only trained professionals can-"

“"No!" Dana cut her off. "He's mine and |'ve pronised to help him These professionals
you're so proud of will probably make a vegetable of him and |I'mnot about to |let that happen!"

"Yes, | understand your feelings, Dana," Nova went on in her even voice, "but this case
requi res some indepth probing of the subject's unconscious mnd." Nova glanced at her clipboard,
as if reading froma prepared statenent. "W've called a certain Dr. Zeitgeist, an expert in alien
personal ity transference to-"

Dana put her hands over her ears. "Enough! You're giving ne a nonster migraine with al
thi s psychobabbl e!"

Nova shrugged. "I'mafraid it's out of your hands, Dana. |'ve been assigned to supervise
Zor's rehabilitation-"

"Over ny dead body, Nova! Al he needs is a little Human understandi ng-sonething you're in
short supply of. Leave himalone!" Dana said, wisting the throttle, hovering off, and al nost
colliding with an on-com ng nega-truck

"Dana!" the GW lieutenant called after her. She's conpletely |ost her objectivity, Nova
said to herself.

"I could just scream sometines!" Dana said, bursting into the 15th's ready-room

Cups of coffee and tea slipped fromstartled hands, chess pieces hit the floor, and
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per mapl as wi ndow panes rattled on the other side of the room
"What seenms to be the problem Lieutenant?" Angelo said, leaping to his feet.
“"Not hing!" she roared. "Just tell me where Zor's hiding hinmself!" Dana's angry strides

delivered her over to Bowie. "I thought | told you to keep an eye on hinm™"

Bowi e flinched, stanmering a puzzled reply and | eani ng back not a nonent too soon, as
Dana's fist came crashing down on the table in front of him "I can't depend on you for anything
at all!"

"Cool your thrusters, Lieutenant," Sean said calmy fromthe couch. "The patient's fine
and we're keeping tabs on him so simrer down."

"Well, where is he, Sean?" Dana said quietly but with a nasty edge to her voice.

Sean sinply said: "He'll be back in a second," bringing Dana's back up once again.

"I didn't ask you for a tinetable of his com ngs and goings, Private," she barked, hands
on her hips. "I want to see him"

"I think he'd rather you waited..." Sean suggested, as she made to | eave the room

The ready-room doors hi ssed open. "Just tell nme where he is.”

“"Men's room straight down the hall, first door on the right."

Dana nmade a sound of exasperation, while everyone else stifled | aughs.

"Any word on assignnments fromthe war council ?" Corporal Louie said, hoping to change the
subj ect .

Angel o folded his arns across his chest. "Yeah, do we finally get permi ssion to take care
of the eneny this time or do we get held back agai n?"

Dana wal ked into their mdst. "Well, if you really nust know, the Suprenme Command in al
its infinite wisdomhas decided to..." she let them hang on her words, "...keep us in reserve, of
course. "

Dana ki cked Sean's |egs out from under himas she paced past him forcing himinto an
i nvol untary slouch before she exited the ready-room

"This is getting kinda nonotonous,” Sean said with a grunt.

Angel o sl anmed hi s hands together. "Typical! Wioever nmakes these stupid decisions oughta
be shot!"

Sean extended his legs, crossing his ankles on the table. "It's a crazy idea anyway. |'m
telling you, the suprenme commander's going nuts. He knows it's hopeless to try a frontal assault."

"The application of brute force is strategically wong," Louie added, opposite Sean at the
table. "W nust fight with our intellect...By devel opi ng Robot echnol ogy we stand a chance. "

Time would prove himright, but just now Angel o Dante wasn't buying any of it.

"Forget all this nmachinery!" he counseled. "If they'd just give us a crack at 'em we'd
knock 'emoutta the sky!"

Dana went up to her private quarters in the | oft above the ready-room the recent
encounters with Marie and Nova repl aying thenselves in her nenory; but these were the reworked and
edited versions, now scripted with the things she should have said. She had convi nced herself that
Nova's spiel was nothing nore than a transparent attenpt to keep Zor all to herself. And that
Mari e woul d undoubtedly try to get her greedy little hands on him too, once they met-which Dana
pl anned to keep from happeni ng.

She crossed the room and opened the wi ngs of the three-paneled mrror above her vanity,
regardi ng herself with as nuch objectivity as the nonent allowed, sucking in her waist, patting
her tummy, and striking fashi on poses. She was pleased with her reflection, and deci ded that there
was really nothing to be worried about. Nova didn't stand a chance of keeping Zor to herself.
There was sinply no conparison between Nova's cool prettiness and Dana's warm bl ooded al |l ure.

Zor had returned to the ready-room Angelo was |lecturing the others on what he planned to
do once he got his hands on the eneny aliens, undisturbed by Zor's presence, actually playing to
himat tinmes. Zor took a seat across the roomand tried to busy hinself with a magazine, but his
eyes refused to focus on the print; instead they seened to demand that he concentrate his
attention on the sergeant..

But Dana's call broke the spell. "Zor, cone up here!" she yelled fromher quarters. He
left the ready-roomwith the team s | aughter at his back and clinbed the stairs to the |oft.

Dana was standing in front of her vanity when he entered, but what captured his eyes were
the three separate reflections in the mrror above. Here was Dana in a red dress, Dana in a green
pants suit, and Dana in an el egant ol d-fashi oned gown. And yet the real Dana was in uniforn

Zor gasped and stunbl ed, feeling hinmself drawn once nore to the edge of total recall-a
danger ous precipice towering out of an absol ute darkness.

"Dana...the mrror," he croaked, catching her by surprise. "That...Triunvirate!" He didn't
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know where the word had come fromand was at a | oss to explain it when she turned her puzzled face
to him "For a nonent there were three different inmages of you in that mirror," he told her

anxi ously.

She made a wy face. "If you're going to start seeing things, maybe Nova's right and you
do need professional help-"

"The Triumvirate!" he interrupted her. "It's starting to come back to nme again..."

A chanber filled with a swirling nebul ous nixture of |iquids and gases, a shape taking
formamdst it all-gigantic, inhuman, devoid of all that life was meant to be...And now a triad of
such chanbers, but smaller, Human-sized, and within each, beings who shared a comon face..

"The Triumvirate..." he groaned, alnobst |osing his balance. "Sonmething to do with acting
in groups of three."

Dana seened al nost disinterested in his distress; but in fact, she was beside herself with
excitenment. Zor had to be making reference to the same triplicate clones she, Bowi e, and Louie had
seen in the fortress. She was deternined to keep Zor unaware of this; and just as determ ned to
prove to Nova that she could handl e the subject's unconscious as well as any Dr. Zeitgeist could.
From now on it was going to be the kid glove treatnent for Zor

“"Well, | have no idea what all that neans," she said with el aborate innocence. "But it
sounds just screwy enough to turn out to be inportant. | guess |I'Il et H gh Conmand know about it-
even though they're going to think we're both crazy," she hastened to add.

At Fokker Field, Lieutenant Marie Crystal, already suited up in gladiatorial, tactical air
conbat arnor, directed her TASC teamto one of the score of massive battlecruisers that were
posi tioned about the field in [aunch node. Marie checked off nanmes on the list she carried in her
m nd, as the flyboys rushed by her. Elevators carried themdown to the field itself, where
Hovertransports were waiting to ferry themto their destinations. In the distance, nen and necha
were transferring thensel ves fromtransports to cruisers.

Over the PA the voice of a controller issued |last mnute instructions: "Final |oading of
AJACs in assenbly bay nineteen. Transport comuanders, signal when AJACs are in place... T ninus ten
m nutes to attack launch...All pilots to standby alert... "

Mari e checked her suit chrononeter against the controller's nark anal began to hurry her
team al ong. "Conme on," she told them w th a broad sweep of her arm "Keep it noving! They're not
going to wait for us!"

She | eaned over the balcony railing to glance at the transports and happened to notice
Captain Nordoff's Hoverjeep bel ow. He | ooked up, spying her and wavi ng his hand.

"W expect to see those AJACs put through their paces up there!" he yelled.

Mari e threw himan okay-sign and told himnot to worry about a thing. "I only hope we
don't get lost in the shuffle up there-1've never seen so many ships!"

"Just pray we've got enough, Lieutenant!"” he said, and hovered off.

Mari e straightened up fromthe rail and turned to find Sean al ongsi de her, displaying his
wel | - known rogui sh grin.

"Hello, Private," Marie said disdainfully.

"Hey, don't get personal," Sean | aughed.

She turned her back to him "What are you doing here, Sean? No hot date today? After all
the Fifteenth's not part of this action.”

"Hey, don't say things like that, Marie," he said peevishly. "You're tearing nme apart, you
know that? | canme here because | wanted to see you off. | care about you, in case you haven't
guessed. "

Mari e | ooked at hi mover her shoulder. "Don't think that one night on the roof makes us an
item Sean," she warned him "I trust you just about as far as | can throw you."

"T minus six mnutes to launch,” the controller told themfromthe tower. "A|l commanders
to their posts..."

Nei t her one of them said anything for a nonment; then Sean broke the silence with a quiet.
"Be careful, okay?"

Marie's hard | ook softened. "I alnost believe you really nmean that..."

"I, I mean it," he stammered.

Marie blew hima kiss fromthe el evator.

El sewhere on the base, Zor stood alone, his azure eyes scanning the field, an unwitting
transmtter of sight and sound..

In the Robotech flagship, the three Masters watched over the Earth Forces base through the
clone's eyes. The Protoculture cap was beneath their aged hands now as they readied their fleet
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for battle.

"This new armada is the single largest fleet they have yet dared to send agai nst us,"
Bowkaz saw fit to point out, no suggestion of fear or anticipation in his deep voice.

"The nore ships they enploy, the greater our triunph," said Dag.

"Their armada will be destroyed and their spirit broken," Shai zan added. But suddenly
there were signs of interrupted concentration in the transignal holo-image. "Wat is happeni ng?"
he asked the others.

Bowkaz repositioned his hands on the Protoculture cap, but the inmage of the prel aunch
battl ecrui sers continued to waver and ultimately de-rezzed entirely. "Someone is interfering with
the clone,"” he explained. "Distracting him.."

Wi | e Dana had excused herself to notify Rolf Enerson of Zor's latest flashback, the alien
hinself had left the barracks. Al at once conpelled to visit the Earth Forces |aunch site, he had
ri dden his Hovercycle up to the pl ateau, and chosen a spot near the field that offered a vantage
point for all the nyriad activities taking place. In a certain sense he was not cogni zant of where
he was, nor what he was doing; and equally unaware that both Angel o and Dana, on separate cycles,
had foll owed himthere.

The sergeant had watched Zor for some tine, wondering what his next nove m ght be; but
when he realized that the alien was sinply staring transfixed at the prelaunch activities, he
decided to nove in.

"Just what the hell do you think you're doing up here, Zor?" he denanded, seeningly
awakeni ng Zor froma dream "This sector's off-limts. And besides, you're supposed to be back at
t he barracks."

"I was trying to get a better view of the liftoff,
one part of himrealized this wasn't true.

Angel o took a quick glance right and left; there was no one in sight, and Angel o was
tenpted to fix it so the alien would no | onger be capable of noving around scot-free. Dante took a
menaci ng step forward, only to hear Dana's voi ce behind him

“"I't"'s all right, Sergeant, 1'll vouch for him"

Angel o glared at Zor and rel axed sone. Dana was nmarching up the small rise to join them
breat hl ess when she arrived. She glanced briefly at Zor, then threw the sergeant a suspicious
| ook.

Zor offered as explanation, although

"What did you have in mnd, Angelo?" she asked him her chin up

Dante met her gaze and said: "Not a thing, Lieutenant."

Dana nodded warily. "I gave Zor clearance to go wherever he wants. | thought it might help
hi m get his nenory back."

"Or sonething," said Angel o.

Zor | ooked at both of them beginning to feel the anger return

Suprene Conmander Leonard and his staff viewed the armada liftoff from comrand central's
under ground bunker. The darkly arnored |eviathanlike battlecruisers were underway, rising fromthe
pl at eau base |i ke a school of surfacing whal es.

"Just look at them " Leonard gushed, his eyes glued to the nonitor screen. "How can they
possi bly fail?"

“"Very inpressive, Comander," said Rolf Emerson, giving lip-service to the nmonment. | wi sh
to heaven | shared your confidence, he kept to hinself.

Schematics of the attack force and the relative position of the Masters' fleet were
carried to the oval screen in the flagship comuand center

"“Ah, here they cone," said Bowkaz. "Like the proverbial noths to the flanme."

"I's there no one anong them who sees the stupidity of this?" Dag asked rhetorically.

"I will sunmmon our defense force," said Shaizan

But Bowkaz told himnot to bother. "This won't require the rest of the fleet. One ship
will be sufficient."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Wth Dana Sterling's penetration of the SDF-1 burial nound, Humankind (on Earth) had observed
three separate stages of the Optera lifeformand still didn't recogni ze what they were seeing:
Lynn- M nnei had wat ched Khyron ingesting the dried | eaves, Sean Phillips had actually tossed the
fruit of the tree in his hand, and Dana Sterling had seen the plants in full flower. Al this
intrigue centered on Protoculture, when the real treasure was in front of themall the time-the
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Flower of Life itself!...Only one stage renmained, but Humanki nd woul d have to await the Invid's
arrival to glinpse it. In thinking about it, though, one might alnost say that the Invid were the
final stage!

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

General Leonard's attack plan was a basic one ("sinple-mnded," as Rolf Enerson would call it
later): neet the eneny's six spade fortresses head-on with the nore than fifty battl ecruisers of
the Earth Forces armada; use the new AJAC gunships to confuse them then, sinply overwhel mthem
with superior firepower. Captain Nordoff would supervise the first-wave assault; Admirals O ark
and Salaam would take it fromthere. There were no tactics built into the plan, no flanking or

di versionary operations, no contingencies for possible setbhacks. The attack, which Leonard had
optimstically (and unrealistically) |abeled preenptive, would render needl ess Angel o Dante's
concerns that Zor night be an eneny agent; the Robotech Masters hardly needed the clone's eyes to
see what was conming, and consequently they were nore than prepared.

At a distance of 100 miles fromthe alien fortresses (which were still holding in
geosynchronous orbit, some 47,000 mles above the Equator), Nordoff gave the order to open fire.
Anni hil ation discs streaned fromthe cruiser's pulsed |aser cannon |ike so nany small gol den suns-
energy- Frisbees that to the last found their targets. But the eneny defense shields absorbed it
all and gave every indication of being hungry for nore. The great horned and spiked fortresses
were not only | eft undanmaged, but untouched as well.

Knowi ng how rmuch was riding on the success of the first wave, Nordoff ordered his wing to
maei ntain course and continue firing, even if that nmeant at point-blank range. An arnthair
tactician, Nordoff, not unlike Commander Leonard, refused to accept the fact that the fortresses
were effectively invincible-this despite the projections and cautions of the Southern Cross's nost
brilliant mnds. Even the 15th Squadron's downing of the alien flagship was now being reeval uated
interms of the Masters's own all owances and strategies.

At less than sixty-five mles the first-wave battl ecruisers launched a second fusill ade;
but this tinme the annihilation discs were not absorbed: they were added to the fortresses' already
i measurably charged stockpiles and spit back. Radiant blue-white tentacles reached out fromthe
| ead fortress and grappled with one of the battlecruisers, probing indelicately for weak spots in
its arnored hull. Troops were caught unawares by the force, incinerated in a thousand flashstorns
that swept through the ship, or sent spinning to vacuum death through ruptures which
i nst ant aneously bl ed preci ous atnosphere fromthe already scorched and scoured hol ds.

In the AJACs | aunch bay aboard Nordoff's ship, Marie Crystal heard that what renai ned of
the 007 was dead in space. She had been supervising the | aunch preparations for the choppers, but
now ran from her post to one of the starboard cannon turrets, literally kicking the gunner from
his seat to have a crack at the eneny herself. She had good friends aboard the denolished cruiser
and wasn't about to allow their deaths go unpuni shed.

Once in the turret seat, Marie quickly renoved her helnet and strapped on the weapon's
sensor-studded targeting cap. As conputer-generated graphic displays flashed across the helnet's
virtual cockpit, she imediately realized why the first-wave had failed to cripple the eneny
flagship: Nordoff and the other conmanders were conpletely disregarding intel analysis reports
concerning the fortresses' vul nerable spots. Concentrated fire directed at any one of these would
circunvent the shields' absorption potential and allow pulses to penetrate to the hull itself.

Mari e had been cl ose enough to these things in the past to have conmitted their surface
details to nenory; in fact, during her recent hospitalization (when she wasn't glancing at nuscle
mags), she had done little el se except replay the fortresses' topography over and over to herself.
Rangi ng in the gun now, she felt as though she were directly over the fortress in her Logan and
could place the shot precisely where she wanted it.

"Ah-ha! There you are!" she said out |loud as the spot was centered in the cannon's
reticle. Marie pulled hone the twin hand-brake-like triggers and |oosed a full ten seconds of
plasma fire at the flagship, knowi ng al nost before the fact that she had scored a direct hit.

In the flagship conmand center, the three Masters hardly reacted to news that one of the
fortress barriers had been breached. Absorbing the energy discs delivered by the Terrans' cruisers
had enabled themto | eave their own plasma reservoirs untouched and therefore shunt woul d-be
weapons system power to the fortresses' shields and self-restorative systens.

No sooner had Marie's well-aimed barrage holed the hull than new plating was al ready
sliding into place to seal the breach

Dag suggested that it m ght not even be necessary to fire on the Terrans; better to |et
themfall back in conplete confusion, denoralized by their futile attenpt.

But Bowkaz wanted to see concrete results.
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The fortress fired back, taking out two nore battl ecruisers.

Dana and Zor had left their Hovercycles at the base and set out on foot for the grassy
overl ook high above Monunent City. Dana had sent Dante back to comrand the 15th in her absence,
ignoring his rem nders that just because the ground-based tactical arnored units weren't directly
involved in the battle they were nevertheless still on standby alert. Not that he had expected her
to abandon her pet project and return to the barracks; and the only reason the sergeant didn't
bother to press his point (or, for that matter, inform Sterling' s commanders) was that he felt a
| ot better off without the alien around-and that went for both Zor and Dana.

Dana was encouraged by Zor's nost recent mention of "the Triunvirate" to resort to what
she consi dered highrisk therapy now, and as they wal ked and tal ked, she was sorely tenpted to
confess her past to him certain that he woul d then nove even closer to recovering his own. It was
of course a doubl e-edged sword and she was aware of the anbival ence within her: on the one hand,
Zor's menory could turn out to be the key that would unlock the nystery of the Robotech Masters
and give Earth the data it needed to nount a proper defense, or, as Rolf hoped, engage in sone
sort of deal -nmaking. But on the other, Dana |iked having this past-less Zor by her side, this
enpty mind she could fill with the nmenories she wanted placed there; in a way there was sonething
nurturing and maternal about the whole thing that went side-by-side with the nore prinitive
feelings she had for Zor.

They had reached the flat grassy area now, |lifeless crags and shale rivers ascendi ng on
three sides, with the |last open to a spectacular view of the city, several thousand yards bel ow
them Dana tried not to think about George Sullivan and the few nonents the two of them had shared
her e.

The sky was not cloudl ess, but deeply sky-blue nonethel ess, and the air was unusually
warm especially for this altitude.

Zor nust have been aware of it, too, because he comented that it was hard to believe
there was a war goi ng on

"I't's so peaceful and quiet up here," she told himas they wal ked. "I always start
t hi nki ng about where | grew up when | cone up here...the people | left behind."

It woul d have been better to tell himabout where her nother grew up, she added silently.
That woul d undoubtedly interest hima lot nore than stories about Rolf's farm and the al nost
idyllic childhood she and Bowi e had shared-until mlitary school, that was, and Rol fs appoi nt nent
to general and their nove from New Denver to Monunent City.

But Zor didn't ask for any specifics about that place; instead, he asked with a | augh
"Was one of the people you left behind a boyfriend?"

It sounded so ridiculous comng fromhimthat for a nmonment she was certain he was joking
with her. So she played cryptic to his question and said, "No, not really..."

They were overlooking the city now, and Zor sat down in the tall grass to take in the

view. "I wish | could renenber where | grew up,"” he said wistfully. "I guess I'll never know what
it's like to go honme again."

"Well, the war will be over soneday," she suggested. "You could think about starting a new
hone. .."

Zor had pulled up a long bl ade of grass and was chewing at one end of it absently. "No,"
he told her. "It's not as sinple as that. A man without a past is a man w thout a home-now and
al ways. "

"But each day brings a little nore of your past back to you," she reninded him
encour agi ngly.

"That's true," he adnmitted haltingly. "I do renenber sonething about the Triunvirate and
Miusica...but mainly it's these terrible visions about death and destruction. I know | was doi ng
somet hi ng i nportant when the eneny attacked. And | get this feeling that there were giants there
to protect ne...but after that, all | can think about is bloodshed, devastation." Zor pressed the
heel s of his hands to his tenples. "If only | could renenber where and why that attack took place.
But there's nothing there. Just a blank."

"Don't put yourself through it now, Zor."

"And t hose strange nmounds that Nova showed ne before | passed out..."

"Mounds?" Dana said all of a sudden. "You didn't tell ne about this!"

"That's when we weren't speaking. Wien | was staying at the GW headquarters.”

"OfF course! Way haven't | thought of this before?!"

Suddenly Dana had a flash of insight: the nounds, of course! Zor had been there. There was
no reason to think that the mounds would do it for himafter Bowie hadn't, but it was worth a
chance.
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Dana stood up, took hold of Zor's hand, and led himoff in a run

Near by, a curious ani mal poked its head fromthe tall grass. Froma distance it night have
been m staken for a small shaggy dog; but up close several differences i mediately presented
t hensel ves: the two knob-ended horns that rose frombehind its sheepdog forel ock, the feet like
soft muffins, the eyes that were not of this Earth.

There was sonet hing about the creature's pose and expressi on that suggested disbelief. It
recogni zed its onetinme fenmale friend. But it was the other human that captivated the creature's
attention just now it was the being who had taken it fromits honmeworl d.

The creature had alnost run to this one, caught up in an instinctual desire to be taken
home. But instead, it followed the two Humans from a di screet di stance.

Nor dof f had had a change of nind

"Athird of our battle fleet and nearly half our transports have al ready been lost," he
reported to the war room "They're tearing us to shreds! Sir, it's inmpossible for us to maintain
battle formation. | suggest we wthdraw i nmedi ately."

"Nonsense," said Leonard into the renmpte nike. "Wiy haven't you brought the AJACs to bear
agai nst the eneny, Captain?"

"We've been awfully busy just trying to survive up to this point," Nordoff returned.
"Sir," he continued with greater enphasis, "the eneny has been di spatching our I|argest
battl ecruisers with regularity; | hardly think attack choppers have a-"

"Captain, this is a question for nme to decide. Follow your instructions. Dispatch the
AJACs! "

Dana felt Bowi e's presence essential; so she and the alien returned to the 15th's barracks
and snatched Bowi e fromthe ready-room before setting off for the place where Zor and Dana had
first set eyes on each other, and where Bow e hinself had been held captive-the burial site of the
SDF- 1.

Once again Angel o Dante didn't bother to protest, happy to be rid of the three of them
liabilities all. Now the sergeant said to hinself, if he could only do sonething about Sean and a
few of the others. But when he conpleted his nmental |ist of rejects he found that he had
elimnated all but one man from the 15t h- hi nsel f!

Meanwhi | e, the therapist, her assistant, and their patient powered their Hovercycles to
the top of the ridge and over the pass that |inked Monument with what was once its sister city,
Macross. There was no actual roadway left, but there were remants of the original one, and the
cycles easily allowed themto scranble around rough spots and | andslide areas-both natural and
del i berate.

Macross was theoretically off-limts to civilians and Southern Cross troops alike,
al though the site was in no way patrolled or otherw se kept under surveillance. It was a well -
known fact that the final battle between the SDFs 1 and 2 and the Zentraedi warship manned by
Khyron and his consort, Azonia, had left the area intensely radioactive. Wiether this was stil
the case was top-secret and a question that could only be answered by Professor Zand or one of
those few scientists who had served on the di nensional fortress and had not for one reason or
anot her el ected to acconpany Lang, Hunter, and Edwards on the Expeditionary Mssion to Tirol. In
any case, the Hi gh Conmand didn't want anyone poking around: nost of the usable necha and
Robot echnol ogi cal marvel s had been sal vaged fromthe ship, but Lang had given strict orders that
no one was to disturb the area. Hence, the two-fold purpose of the bull dozed nmounds thensel ves.

The | akebed had dried up and the resultant bowl was now teening with a wi de assortnment of
vegetal and animal life, reminiscent of sone of the atypical habitats that forned in the bottom of
craters or calderas, like that of Ngorongoro in East Africa. And in the center of this were the
three fl at-topped nounds, steep-sided, with |arger bases than crowns, capped with vegetation, and
shrouded in nystery.

Dana brought the trio to a halt sone distance fromthe nounds. She turned to gl ance at
Zor, looking for any signs that might indicate fanmliarity or recall. But instead, Zor seened
puzzl ed and possi bly spooked, as she herself felt.

"Well you know that "mlitary base' you keep dreanmi ng about-the one that was attacked?"
Dana began. "It occurred to ne that this mght be it. Bowie and | saw you here, Zor-we fought
agai nst you and your Bioroids right on this spot!" Dana | ooked apol ogetic. "I didn't want to tell
you before, because Nova insists that |'mnot to plant menories in your mind...but this place is
so inportant. You actually held Bowi e prisoner here, Zor. Don't you renenber any of it?"

Zor was | ooking at Bowie for confirmation and receiving it; but even that had no apparent
effect. Zor tightened his nouth and shook his head.
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"There was a terrible battle fought here," Bow e added. "Between the Earth Forces and the
| ast of the Zentraedi-a race sent here by your Masters to retrieve sonmething they thought we had-
sonmet hing they believe we still have." Bow e gestured to the three nmounds. "Underneath one of
these are the remains of a ship that was probably sent to Earth from your homeworld, a planet
called Tirol. By sonmeone who you might even be related to-a being called Zor."

Zor listened without a word, as an animal might |isten to Human speech: aware of the tone
and even the words, but ignorant of the sense of it.

"My father's sister, ny aunt, died here," Bowi e said softly, his voice cracking. "Her name
was Cl audia Gant."

"I"'msorry for that," Zor returned. "And what was this thing you were supposed to have
that my Masters are still so desperate for?" he asked them

Dana spoke to this, shrugging first, to indicate her Iimted know edge of these things.
"Some kind of generator. Something that has to do with Protoculture-the sort of fuel that drives
our necha and permts our Veritechs to transform"

"To reconfigure,” Zor said, at the edge of sonething. He absently gnawed at his |lower linp.

"Protoculture..." he said thoughtfully. "I don't know...It does seemfamliar; but I don't recall
anyt hi ng. "

"Well since we're here, let's poke around sonme," Dana proposed. "Maybe we'll find
sonmething to jog your nmenory. | nean, if you feel up toit..." she thought to add.

"Of course | am" Zor assured her, straightening hinself in the cycle's seat. "Il
i nvestigate the mound on the left. "

"I"l'l take the right one,” Bowi e said eagerly.

Dana sm |l ed and worked the necha's throttle. "Ckay. Then let's get cracking!"

Zor and Bowi e hovered off and she did the sanme, heading for the center nound, which up
cl ose proved to be sonewhat |arger than the others. But like them it had the same atnosphere of
enchant nent and eerieness lingering about it, the same profusion of shrubs, saplings, and
under brush growing fromcrevices in its steep sides.

Qut of sight the pollinator watched her, and began to head toward the sanme nound.

She saw nothing that might indicate a way into the nound and considered attenpting to
power her cycle up the sides for a |ook at the top; but first decided to circle around the thing
once or twice to see what she could find. Just shy of conpleting the circle she found what she was
| ooking for: something like the nouth of a cave, large, dark and fanged by stalactite-like
deposits. She called out for Bowie and Zor to join her, and in nmonents they were by her side.

They di smounted their cycles and nade their way up to the nouth of the opening, scranbling
over rocks and through the barbed and tenacious growth that covered the nound's inclined | ower
base. At the nouth, Bowi e bravely stepped in, and stood for a nonent in the darkness waiting for
his eyes to dark-adapt.

"It looks like it goes all the way in," he told Zor and Dana.

They foll owed. Even Zor seemed to have misgivings. "Let's be careful,"” he told Dana. "W
don't know what we might find in here.”

"Now, when have | not been careful ?" She | aughed, hopping over a rock at the entrance and
starting in, passing Bow e by.

It wasn't a natural opening in the side of the nound; it appeared to have been excavated
Dana began to wonder whether |ooters had worked over the sites during the past fifteen years.

They noved cautiously through the darkness, alert to distant sounds.

"It's like a tonb in here-all this place needs are a few nunm es,” said Bow e.

"Stop that,"” Dana told him "I'm scared enough al ready."

As they penetrated further, one thing was i nmedi ately obvi ous: although there were indeed
organi ¢ deposits growing fromthe ceiling of the cave (sonme twenty-yards hi gh) and vines and
whatnot clinging to the walls, the cave was in no way natural -they were actually inside an
enornous corridor. Exposed panels and circuitry, rusting structural menbers and bul kheads
confirmed this nuch.

But there were live things in the corridor as well, as Dana was soon to find out.

Wt hout warning, a group of bats flew straight at them out of the darkness. Dana screaned,
| aunched, and | atched herself onto Zor's arm instantly regretting her show of weakness.

She reached up to find his nmouth in the darkness, angrier when she felt a snile there.

Zor laughed and insisted that they keep going.

They noved al ong the corridor for another fifteen mnutes, following it along a gentle
arc; then there was |ight ahead of them what appeared to be a free-standing nonolithic Iight bar,
but was in fact a narrow opening in the wall of the corridor, permtting light to issue forth from
somewher e deeper inside the nmound.
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Zor volunteered to take the point on this one, feeling as though he was indeed approaching
sonet hing that would lead himto clues of his real origins and past. He seened to know this place
somehow, the feel of these corridors. It was not quite the sane as the picture his mnd drew of
it, but famliar nevertheless. In a strange way, he felt that he knew this place as one would a
home.

The opening was just large enough to slip into, but it required that he keep his shoul ders

pressed flat against the wall. It had to be a ventilation shaft or accessway that was not neant to
be wal ked.
Dana and Bowi e stuck close. "Can you see?" Dana asked Zor. "Are we al nost at the end?”
"Alittle nmore..." he told her.

And all at once they were through the breach and inside an enornous chamber. Bel ow t hem
was what seened to be an excavated pit. Rough staircases had been cut into the dirt and debris
that settled into the place when the roof caved in possibly a decade or nore ago. Shafts of
sunl i ght poured in through openings in the crust above, along with vines and the off-shoots of
trees.

But the pit itself was what struck them from a viscous-I|ooking organic soup all but
bubbling in the bottom of the cauldron, grew an orderly pattern of strange, unearthly green
stal ks, blossonming with fragrant buds and tripetaled flowers even as they watched.

Overhead, light, nist, and bioenergy given off by the plants conspired to form what | ooked
to be an arrangenent of power coils.

"This place is unbelievable,"” said Dana. "It's throbbing with power...and those
pl ants...Wat on Earth are they?"

"I't's like sone kind of greenhouse," Bow e suggest ed.

The trio nmade their way down the roughly-hewn staircase until they were standing at the
very edge of the cauldron. The plants swayed, as though noved by sone wind only they coul d detect.
More, they seened to be comuning with each other, issuing a song that circunvented nornmal Human
hearing. Dana felt conpelled to reach out toward one of the flowers, just to stroke the velvety
surface of its petals...

"No, don't touch that!" Zor yell ed.

But it was too late. The flower seened to neet Dana's hand hal fway and attach itself to
her. She felt no pain fromthis, but Zor's yell had startled her so, that she quickly snatched her
hand away.

Bowi e was aghast. "The plant sensed you, Dana! Did you see it nove toward you?"

Zor was now standing transfixed by the scene, nesnerized by the shafts of dazzling |ight
and sonething that played at the edge of his nenory.

"The Triumvirate!..." he said suddenly. "Look at these flowers-they grow in threes!-the
three who act as one! Once again, the sane thing | sawin ny dream"

Dana tried to coax nore fromhis tortured mind. "Could those things be related sonehow?"

"Do you think maybe these plants are what the Masters are trying to get their hands on?"
Bowi e asked.

Zor shook his head, eyes shut tight. "I don't know...But | do know that these flowers
aren't what they seem They're sone kind of dreadful nutation, feeding off a source of incredible
power. They're definitely a new formof life, unlike any that we've ever seen."

Dana turned to regard the cauldron, the withing plants, their siren song..

"I don't like this at all..." she said warily.

Zor concurred. "Neither do I," he told her. "I feel this cavern is full of enmanations of
great strength. It's as if these plants were calling out...nmaking contact with sonething far away.
My past is buried here sonehow. But how can | expect anyone to believe this?"

"We'l | bring the Supreme Conmander here and show it to himhe'll have to believe you
t hen!"

"Ch, terrific!" Bow e exclainmed. "Can you inmagine what he'd say to that-'You expect me to
believe this bal derdash about flowers and strange emanations? ... That's what he'd say! He'd think
we're crazy, Dana."

Dana took a deep breath and reached for Zor's hand.

General Emerson and Col onel Rochelle sat silently in the war room The assault had proved
to be a total disaster, to nen and nmecha alike. Dozens of battlecruisers had been | ost, along with
an untol d nunber of the AJACs the supreme command had put so rmuch faith in.

Nova Satori was with the two nen; she had volunteered to get sone coffee for all of them
and was returning with steam ng nugs when ground-base com acknow edged an i ncom ng nessage from
Li eutenant Sterling. Enerson had the techs patch the transm ssion through to the conmand bal cony,
and in a nonent Dana's face filled the nmonitor screen
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"First of all, sir...I"'mfully aware that | disobeyed orders."

"So, what else is new?" Nova nuttered behind the general's back

Dana caught the comment and replied to it. "lI'msorry, Nova, but | have Zor with ne and
we've just paid a visit to the site of the SDF-1. General, | hope you're not too angry with us."

Depl eted of enotion, Enerson sinply snorted. Besides, he had interesting news of his own
to report-perhaps the only good news that had come fromthe battle.

"Li eutenant," he began. "We've just received a transnmission fromMarie Crystal. She was in
direct contact with the enemy and her visual evidence seens to bear out that theory of yours
regarding the trichotomous pattern of the aliens' behavior."

"I can't take credit for it, sir. It was Zor's idea. |Is Marie all right?"

"Qur | osses were disastrously heavy...But |'ve been inforned that Lieutenant Crystal is
now safely back aboard. She and the entire first assault wave have di sengaged and are wi thdraw ng
toward the dark side of the npbon. However, | regret to say that the attack has been sonething of a
fiasco."

In anot her part of the UEG headquarters, Leonard was receiving the nbst recent battle
updat e.

" Supreme Commander, "
back in disarray."

"Well then, we'll denonstrate that we have nore where that cane from" Leonard grow ed

"Sir?..0"

"Mobilize the second assault wave. Order themto rendezvous with the remaining operationa
units of the first wave and prepare for a conbi ned attack agai nst the eneny."

The tech went wi de-eyed with disbelief. "Another frontal assault, Suprene Conmander ?"

Leonard ran a thick hand across his bullet-shaped skull and nodded gravely.

"And this time, we'll fight to the very last Human life!"

a tech reported fromthe nonitor, "the first assault wave has fallen
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