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Robot ech: I nvid | nvasi on
Book 10 of the Robotech series
Copyri ght 1987 by Jack MKi nney

PROLOGUE

Sonewhere a queen was weepi ng...her children scattered; her regent a prisoner of the blood |ust,
at war with nature and ensl aved to vengeance.

But dare we presune to read her thoughts even now, to wal k a path not taken-one denied to
us by gates and towers our senses cannot perceive and perhaps never wll?

Still, it nust have seenmed |ike the answer to a prayer: A planet newWy rich in the flower
that was life itself, a profusion of such incredible nutrient wealth that her Sensor Nebul ae had
found it clear across the galaxy. A blue and white world as distant fromher Optera as she was
fromthe peaceful form her consci ousness once inhabited.

And yet Optera was lost to her, to half her children. Left in the care of one who had
betrayed his kind, who had becone what he fought so desperately to destroy. As she herself had...

Al'l but trapped now in the guise that he had worn, the one who lured the secrets of the
Fl ower from her. And whose giant warriors had returned to possess the planet and di spossess its
i nhabi tants. But oh, how she had | oved him Enough to sumon from her very depths the ability to
enulate him And later to sumon a hatred keen enough to birth a warring nature, an arny of
soldiers to rival his-to rival Zor's own!

But he, too, was lost to her, killed by the very soldiers her hatred had fashioned.

Oh, to be rid of these dark menories! her ancient heart nust have screaned. To be rescued
fromthese sorry real ns! Garuda, Spheris, Tirol. And this Haydon IV with its sterile flowers |ong
awai ting the caress of the Pollinators-this coq fused world even ny |norgani cs cannot subdue.

But she was aware that all these things would soon be behind her. She would gather the
cosnmc stuff of her race and nake the junp to that world the Sensor Nebul ae had | ocated. And woe
tothe life formthat inhabited that world! For nothing would prevent her fromfinding a honme for
her children, a hone for the conpletion of their grand evol uti onary design

News of the Invid exodus from Haydon |V spread through the Fourth Quadrant-to Spheris and
Garuda and Praxis, worlds al ready abandoned by the insectlike horde, worlds singled out by fate to
feel the backlash of Zor's attenpt at reconpense, nature's cruel joke.

The Tirolian scientist had attenpted to foliate themwi th the sane Fl owers he had been
ordered to steal from Optera, an action that had sentenced that warmworld's sentient life-formto
a desperate quest to relocate their nutrient grail. But Zor's experinments had failed, because the
Fl ower of Life proved to be a discrimnating plant-choosy about where it would and woul d not put
down roots-and a nmalignantly | oyal one as well.

Deriving as much fromthe Invid as the Invid derived fromit, the Flower called out from
Zor's seeded worlds to its former guardi an/hosts. Warlike and driven-instincts born of the
Robot ech Masters' transgression-the Invid answered those calls. Their arnmy of mecha and I norganics
arrived in swarns to overwhel mand rule; and instead of the Protocul ture paradi ses the founder of
Robot echnol ogy had envi si oned, were planets dom nated by the beings his discoveries had all but
dooned.

And now suddenly they were gone, off on a new quest that would take themclear across the
gal actic core.

To Earth. ..

Wrd of their departure reached Rick Hunter aboard the Sentinel's ships. He was in the
conmand seat on the fortress bridge when the communi qué was received. Thin and pale, a war-weary
veteran of countless battles, Rick was alnost thirty-five years old by Earth reckoning, but the
vagari es of hyperspace travel put himcloser to fifty or two hundred and seventy, dependi ng on how
one figured it.

The gi ant planet Fantoma, once hone to the Zentraedi, filled the forward viewports. In the
foreground Rick could just discern the snall inhabited nmoon called Tirol, an angry dot agai nst
Fantoma's barren face. How could such an insignificant world have unl eashed so much evil on an
unsuspecting gal axy? Ri ck wonder ed.

He gl anced over at Lisa, who was hummng to herself while she tapped a flurry of conmands
into her console. His wife. They had stayed together through thick and thin these past el even
years, although they had had their share of disagreenents, especially when Rick had opted to join
the Sentinel s-Bal don, Teal, Crysta, and the others-and pursue the Invid.
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VWho woul d have thought it would conme to this? he asked hinmsel f. A m ssion whose purpose
had been peace at war with itself. Edwards and his grand designs of empire...how like the Invid
regent he was, how |li ke the Masters, too! But he was history now, and that fleet he had raised to
conquer Earth would be used to battle the Invid when the Expeditionary Force reached the pl anet.

Providing the fleet reached Earth, of course. There were still nmajor problens with the
spacefold system Lang and the Tirolian Cabell had designed. Sone mnissing ingredient...Mjor
Carpenter had never been heard from nor WIff; and now the Mars and Jupiter Goup attack w ngs
were preparing to fold, with al nbst two thousand Veritechs between them

Ri ck exhal ed slowy and deliberately, |oud enough for Lisa to hear himand turn a thin
smle his way. Sonehow it was fitting that Earth should end up on the Invid's list, Rick decided
But what coul d have happened there to draw themin such unprecedented nunbers? R ck shuddered at
t he thought.

Perhaps Earth was where the final battle was nmeant to be fought.

Ravaged by the Robotech Masters and their gargantuan agents, the Zentraedi, it was a
mracle that Earth had nmanaged to survive at all. Looking on the planet from deep space, it would
have appeared unchanged: its beautiful oceans and swirling nasses of cloud, its silver satellite,
bright as any beacon in the quadrant. But a closer |ook reveal ed the scars and disfigurations
those invasi ons had wought. The northern hem sphere was all but a barren waste, forested by the
rusting remains of Dolza's ill-fated four-mllion-ship armada. Great cities of gleam ng concrete,
steel, and glass towers | ay rui ned and abandoned. Wde hi ghways and graceful bridges were cratered
and col | apsed. Airports, schools, hospitals, sports conplexes, industrial and residential
zones. ..reduced to rubble, unmarked graveyards all.

A fifteen-year period of peace-that tranquil prologue to the Masters' arrival-saw the
resurrection of sonme of those things the twentieth century had all but taken for granted. Cities
had rebuilt thensel ves, new ones had grown up. But hunmanki nd was now a different species fromthat
whi ch had originally raised those towering scul ptures of stone. Post-Cataclysnmites, they were a
feudal, warring breed, as distrustful of one another as they were of those stars their hopefu
ancestors had once w shed upon. Perhaps, as sone have clainmed, Earth actually called in its second
period of catastrophe, as if bent on adhering to sone self-fulfilling prophecy of doom The
Masters, too, for that matter: The two races met and engaged in an unspoken agreement for nutua
anni hil ation-a paving of the way for what woul d foll ow

Those who still wish to blanme Protoculture trace the genesis of this back to Zor, Aquarian-
age Pronetheus, whose gift to the gal axy was a Pandora's box he willingly opened. Displaced and
repressed, the Flower of Life had rebelled. And there were no chains, nolecul ar or otherw se,
capabl e of containing its power. That Zor, resurrected by the Elders of his race for their dark
pur poses, shoul d have been the one to free the Flower fromits Matrix is now seen as part of
Protoculture's equation. Equally so, that that l|iberation should call forth the Invid to conplete
the circle.

They cane without warning: a swarm of monsters and necha fol ded across space and time by
their | eader/queen, the Regis, through an effort of pure psychic will. They did not choose to
announce thenselves the way their forner enem es had, nor did they delay their invasion to puzzle
out humanki nd's strengths and weaknesses, quirks and foibles. There was no need to deternine
whet her Earth did or did not have what they sought; their Sensor Nebul ae had already alerted them
to the presence of the Flower. It had found compatible soil and climte on the blue and white
world. Al that was required were the Pollinators, a missing elenent in the Robotech Masters
equati ons.

In any case, the Invid had already had dealings with Earthlings, having battled themon a
dozen planets, including Tirol itself. But as resilient as the Hunmans m ght have been on Haydon
IV, Spheris, and the rest, they were a pathetic lot on their honeworld.

In less than a week the Invid conquered the planet, destroying the orbiting factory
satellite-an ironic end for the Zentraedi aboard-laying to waste city after city, and dism ssing
with very little effort the vestiges of the Arny of the Southern Cross. Depleted of the
Protocul ture charges necessary to fuel their Robo-technol ogi cal war nachi nes, those warriors who
had fought so valiantly against the Masters were forced to fall back on a snmall supply of nuclear
weapons and conventional ordnance that was no match for the Invid s plasma and | aser-array
superiority.

Even if Protocul ture had been available to the Southern Cross for their Hovertanks and
Al pha Veritechs, there would have been gross problenms to overcone: the two years since the nutual
anni hil ati on of the Robotech Masters and Anatol e Leonard's comuand had seen civilization's
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unchecked slide into | am essness and barbarism Cities becane city-states and warred with one

anot her; nmen and women rose quickly to positions of power only to fall even nore swiftly in the
face of greater mlitary mght. Geed and butchery ruled, and what little remained of the northern
hem sphere's dignity coll apsed.

Though certain cities remmined strong-Mannatan, for exanple (fornerly New York City)-the
centers of power shifted southward, into Brazilas especially (the former Zentraedi Control Zone),
where growth had been sure and steady since the SDF-1's return to devastated Earth and the
foundi ng of New Macross and its sister city, Mnunent.

Unlike the Zentraedi or the Tirol Masters, the Invid were not inclined to destroy the
pl anet or exterm nate humankind. Quite the contrary: Not only had the Flower found favorable

conditions for growh, the Invid had as well. The Regis had | earned enough in her canpai gn agai nst
the Tirolians and the so-called Sentinels to recognize the continuing need for technol ogy. Gone
was the blissful tranquillity of Optera, but the experinent had to be carried forth to its

concl usi on nonet hel ess, and Earth was well suited for the purpose.

After disarm ng and occupying the planet, the Regis believed she was nore than hal f way
toward her goal. By utilizing a percentage of Humans to cultivate and harvest the Flowers, she was
free to carry out her experinents uninterrupted. The central hive, which cane to be call ed Reflex
Point, was to be the site of the Great Wrk, but secondary hives were soon in place across the
pl anet to maintain control of the Human sectors of her enpire. The Regis was willing to |et
humanki nd survive until such time as the work neared conpl etion. Then, she would rid herself of
t hem

There was, however, one thing she had not taken into account: the very warriors she had
fought tooth and claw on those worlds once seeded by Zor. Enslave a world she nmight, but take it
for her own?

Never !

CHAPTER ONE

The arnada of Robotech ships T.R Edwards had amassed for his planned invasion and conquest of
Earth woul d be put to that very use years |ater when Admiral Hunter sent them against the Invid.
Adding irony to irony, it should be nentioned that the warshi ps had serious design flaws which
went unnoticed during their use on Tirol. Assuning this would have been the case even if Edwards
had managed to persevere, the invasion would have failed. Destiny failed to deliver Edwards the
crown he felt justified to wear and likewi se failed to deliver Hunter the quick victory he felt
justified to claim

Selig Kahler, The Tirolian Canpaign

A fleet of Robotech warships noved into attack formation above the Mbon, a nmi xed school of
gl eam ng predators, radiant where the distant sun touched their arnored hulls and alloy fins. Each
carried in its belly a score or nore of Veritech fighters, sleek, transformable mecha devel oped
and perfected over the course of the past thirty years. And inside each of these was a pil ot ready
to die for a world unseen. War was at the top of the agenda, but in a narrow hold aboard one of
the conmand vessel s a young nan was thinki ng about |ove.

He was a pl easant -1 ooki ng, clean-shaven youth going on twenty, with his father's long | egs
and the wi de eyes of his nother. He wore his blue-black hair conbed straight back from his high
f orehead-save for that undisciplined strand that always seened to fall forward-making his ears
appear nore proninent than they actually were. He wore the Expeditionary Force uniformsinple gray
tight-fitting pants tucked into high boots and a short-sleeved ornately collared top worn over a
crimson-col ored synthcl oth bodysuit. The Mars G oup patch adorned the young nan's shirt.

Hi s name was Scott Bernard-Lieutenant Scott Bernard-and this was a honeconi ng of sorts.
That fact, coupled with the anxieties he felt concerning the inminent battle, had put himin an
i npassi oned frame of mnd. The fortunate recipient of this not-so-sudden desire was a pretty, dark-
eyed teenager nanmed Marlene, a good six inches shorter than Scott, with m | k-chocol ate-brown hair
and shapely | egs enhanced by the uniform s short skirt.

Scott had Marlene's snall face cupped in his hands while he | ooked lovingly into her eyes.
As his hands slid to her narrow shoul ders, he pulled her to him his nouth full against hers,
stifling the protest her nore cautious nature wi shed to give voice to and urging her to respond.
Whi ch she did, with a noan of pleasure, her hands flat against his chest.

"Marry ne, Marlene," he said after she had broken off their enbrace. He heard hinself say
it and al nost applauded, sinply for finally getting the nerve up to ask her; Marlene's response
was a separate issue
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Her surprised gasp probably said the same: that she too couldn't believe he was finally
getting around to it. She turned away from him nervous hands at her chin it an attitude of
prayer.

"Well, will you?" Scott pressed.

"It's a bit sudden," she said coyly. But Scott didn't pick up on her tone and reacted as
t hough he had been sl apped.

"You'll have to speak to ny father first," Marlene continued in the same tone, her back to
himstill. "My nmother, too." When she turned around, Scott was staring at her slack jawed.
"But they're back on Tirol!" he stanmered. "They m ght not be here for-" Then he caught

her snmile and understood at once. He had literally known her for her entire life, and he stil
couldn't tell when she was putting himon

Marl ene was smling up at himnow, eyes beaning. But the sudden shrill of sirens collapsed
her happi ness.

"Defold operation conplete," a voice said over the PA. "All wing cormmanders report to the
bridge for final briefing and conbat assignnents.”

Scott's lips were a thin |Iine when he | ooked at her.

"Answer me, Marlene. | mght not get another chance to ask you."

The command ship bridge was a tight, no-nonsense affair, with two duty stations squeezed
bet ween the w aparound viewports and four nore back to back behind these. There was none of the
spaci ousness and cal mthat had characterized the SDF-1 bridge; here everyone had a seat, and
everyone put duty first. It took sonmething like the first sight of Earth to elicit any casua
conversation, and even then the coments woul d have surprised sone.

“I"'mso excited," a woman tech was saying. "I can hardly wait to see what Earth | ooks like
after all these years.'

Commander CGardner seated at the forward station of starboard pair, heard this and | aughed
bitterly to hinself. He had served under d oval during the First Robotech War and had been with
Hunter since. His thick hair and nustache had gone to silver these past few years, but he stil
retai ned a youthful energy and the unwavering loyalty of his young crew

The wonman tech who had spoken was all of seventeen years old, born in deep space |ike nost
of her shiprmates. Gardner wi shed for a moment he coul d have showed her the Earth of forty years
ago, teeming with life, wild and wonderful and blissfully unaware of the com ng tide..

"What does it matter?" the tech's male console mate answered her. "One planet's the sane
as another to ne. Robotech ships are all |'ve known-all | want to know. "

"Don't you have any interest in setting foot on your homeworl d? Qur parents were born
here. And their parents, right on back to the first ancestors.”

Gardner coul d al nost hear the copilot's shrug of indifference clear across the bridge.

"Just another Invid colony, color it what you will. So this place is blue and Spheris was
brown. It doesn't do anything for ne."

"Spoken like a true romantic."

The copilot snorted. "You get romantic thinking about the Invid grubbing around the old
honest ead | ooki ng for Protocul ture?”

Conmander Gardner was hangi ng on the answer when the door to the bridge hissed open
suddenly and Lieutenant Bernard entered.

"Al pha Group is just about ready for |launch,” Bernard reported.

Gardner muttered, "Good," and rose fromthe contoured seat, signaling one of the techs to
turn on the ship's PA system

"Mbst of you know what |'m about to say," he began. "But for those who don't know what
this mssion is all about, it's sinply this: Several nonths ago we becanme aware that the Invid
Sensor Nebul ae had | ocated sone new and apparently enornous supply of the Flowers of Life. The
source of the transmi ssions turned out to be the Earth itself.

"The Regis noved quickly to secure the Flowers, with the same nurderous intent she
denonstrated on Spheris and Haydon 1V and a dozen other worlds | don't have to rem nd you about.
Nor should | have to rem nd you about what we're going to face on Earth. It seens probabl e that
the Invid decimated Wl ff's forces, but we nunber nore than four tines the units under his
command. "

Scott noticed that the bridge techs, eyes |ocked on Gardner and grimfaces set, were
giving silent support to the comander's words. Marlene entered the bridge in the mdst of the
briefing, whispering her apol ogi es and seating herself at her duty station.

“"Admiral Hunter has entrusted us to spearhead a vast nmilitary operation to i nvade and
recl ai mour homeworld," said Gardner. "And | know that | can count on every one of you to stand
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firmbehind the adnmiral's conviction that we can lay the foundations for his second wave." He
inclined his head. "May God have nercy on our souls.”

A brief silence was broken by the navigator's update:

"Earth orbit in three m nutes, Conmmander. Placing visual display on the nonitor, sir."

Everyone turned to face the forward screen. Orbital schematics de-rezzed and were repl aced
by a full view of the Earth. They had all seen photos and video i nages gal ore, but the sight
i nspi red awe nevert hel ess.

"It's beautiful," someone said. And conpared to Fantoma or Tirol, it nmpst certainly was:
snow white pole, blue oceans, and variegated | and masses, the whole of it patterned by swirling
cl ouds.

A conputer-generated grid assenbled itself over the inage as the conmand ship continued to
close. At her station, Marlene said, "So that's what Earth looks like...l'd alnost forgotten."

The commander called for scanning to be initiated, and in a nmonent the grid was
hi ghlighting an area located in one of the northern continents. Data readouts scrolled across an
adj acent display screen.

"Full magnification and col or enhancenent,” Gardner barked.

Marl ene | eaned in to study her screen. The forward nonitor was displaying an angry red
i mge, not softened in the least by Earth's inviting cloud cover. She knew what this was but asked
the conputer to conmpare the present readings with those logged in its nenory banks. She sensed
that Scott was peering over the top of her high-backed chair.

"That's it, sir," she said all at once, her screen strobing encouragenent. "The centra
hi ve. Designation...Reflex Point,"” Marlene read fromthe data scroll. "Picking up energy fl ux
readi ngs and nultiple radar contacts...waiting for signature."”

Gardner gl anced over at her briefly, then turned his attention forward once again. "I want
visual s as soon as possible," he instructed one of the techs.

"Shock Trooper transport,” Marlene said at the sane tine.

Gardner's nostrils flared. "Prepare to repel."

Techs were al ready bendi ng over the consol es tapping in commands, the bridge a veritable
| i ght show of flashing screens.

"Two minutes to contact," the navigator informed Gardner

"Al'l sections standing by..."

"Aut o-astrogator is off...Ship's shields raised..."

Marl ene flipped a series of switches. "Net is open..."

"All right,"” Gardner said decisively. "Issue the go signal to all Veritechs."

"One mnute and counting, sir."

The commander turned to Scott.

"It's up to your squads now, Lieutenant. W've got to get through their lines and set
these ships down." Scott saluted, and Gardner returned it. "Good |uck," he added.

"You can count on us."

Mar | ene had turned fromher station, waiting for himto wal k past. As he | eaned down to
ki ss her, she smiled and surprised himby placing a heart-shaped hol o-1ocket into his hand.

"Take this with you," she said while he was regarding the thing. "It's nmy way of saying

“good luck.""

Scott thanked her and | eaned in to collect that kiss after all. Resurfaced, he found
Gardner and the techs smiling at him he gave another crisp salute and rushed fromthe bridge.

" Good-bye, sweetheart,'" one of the techs stationed behind Marl ene nimcked not a nonent
after Scott left. ""And here's a token of ny undying love.""

Mar | ene poked her head around the side of the chair. Marf and one who liked to be called
Red were | aughing. "Knock it off," she told them She was used to the razzing-personal tinme was
hard to cone by aboard ship, and Scott's open displays of affection only added fuel to the fire-
but in no nood for it right now

"What's the matter, Marlene?" Red said over his shoulder. "Don't you know that absence
makes the heart grow fonder?"

She swi vel ed about in the cushioned seat and hid her face in her hands. "I don't know how
it could," she managed, suddenly on the verge of tears.

"Don't let themget to you, Marlene," one of her supporters at the forward stations called
out while Red | aughed.

Come back, Scott, she prayed. |I1'd give ny life to keep you safe.

Gardner's comand ship was actually one of the fleet's many transport vessel s-delicate-
| ooki ng ships that resenbled swans in flight, with long, tapering necks and thin swept-back w ngs
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under each of which was affixed a boxcarlike Veritech carrier

Scott, his body sheathed in |linme-green arnor, was strapping hinself into one of the
Veritechs now Fifteen years had seen only mnor changes in arnor and craft. Lang' s Robotech
desi gn team had mai ntai ned the "thinking caps" and sensor-studded mtts and boots that were so
characteristic of the first-generation VT pilots. Arnor itself had becone sonewhat bul ky due to
the fact that these third-generation warriors were involved in ground-assault missions as often as
they were in space strikes; but there was none of the gladiatorial styling favored by Lang's
counterparts in the Army of the Southern Cross.

"The main engi ne and boosters are in top shape, sir," a launch tech perched on the rim of
the Veritech bin told Scott before he | owered the canopy. "Good |uck and good hunting."

Scott flashed hima thunbs-up as the canopy sealed itself. "Thanks, pal," he said over the
externals. "I'll be seein' you Earthside."

Fl ashes of green and red light fromthe cockpit displays played across the tinted
faceshield of Scott's helnet as he activated and engaged one after another of the Veritech's
conpl ex systens. "This is Commander Bernard of the Twenty-first Arnmored Tactical Assault Squadron
Mars Division," he announced over the comnet. "Condition is green, and we are go for |aunch.”

"The flight bay is open," control radioed back to him "You are cleared for |aunch
Comander . "

Scott gave a start as bay doors throughout the carrier retracted. The cl oud-studded deep-
bl ue oceans of Earth filled his entire field of vision. The sight elicited a sense of vertigo he
had never experienced before; it was difficult for himto conprehend a planet with so nuch water,
a liquid world that offered so little surface...but Scott was quick to catch hinself.

“"Mars Division attack wing," he said over the net, "let's do it!"

The Veritech |urched sonewhat as the bin conveyers began to nove the fighters toward the
forward bay. Scott saw that the grappler pylons that would convey the necha frombelt to vacuum
had al ready attached thensel ves. He readied hinself at the controls, urging his body to relax, his
mnd to neld with the VT systens. In a nonent he felt the grapplers release, the fighter drifting
wei ghtl essly, before he engaged the thrusters that bore it away fromthe transport carrier.

"Al'l right, look alive," Scott said as his wi ngnen cane al ongside to signal their
readi ness. "Once we join up with the main formation, | want eyes open and hands on the trigger."
Earthspace was filled with necha now, sone two thousand Veritechs in a slow descent over a silent
worl d. Scott heard Commander Gardner's voice over the com net.

"Al'l wing commanders naintain | oose battle formation...prepare to break off for individua
conbat at the first sign of eneny hostility. It shouldn't be long in conming..."

It is unlikely that nany of the nen and wonen who nade up the Mars Division (so naned by
Dr. Lang to convey a sense of attachnment to Earth and its brethren worlds) recognized the
uni queness of their position: Their invasion represented humanki nd's first deliberate of fensive
agai nst an XT force. Up to that point Earth had al ways been on the defensive, counterstriking
first the Zentraedi, then those giants' Tirolian Masters, and lastly (and unsuccessfully) the
Invid thenmselves. In this sense the day was a red-letter event, if not the turning point Hunter
and nunerous others had all hoped it would be...

Scott was one of the first to see the eneny ship; it was bel ow himat nine o'clock
surfacing through Earth's atnosphere at an alarming rate. An Invid troop carrier, one of the so-
call ed Mol lusk Carriers

"Here they are,"” Scott said to his wi ngmen, gesturing with his hand at the sane tine. The
clanshel | -shaped fortress was yawni ng now, revealing an arena array of Invid Shock Trooper necha
"Fall in on ny signal."

When Scott | ooked again a split second later, an Invid colum |aunched itself and was
| ocked in on an ascent to engage, the ships' crablike hulls and pincer arns a gl eam ng gol den-
brown in Sol's intense light. "Yeah, | think we're gonna see signs of hostility," Scott nuttered
to hinmself as his squadron dropped in to neet the eneny at the edge of space.

At Scott's command the pilots of the Twenty-first thunbed off flocks of heat-seeker
m ssiles, which streaked into the ascendi ng colum. Short-lived expl osions of violent fight
bl ossoned agai nst Earth's blue and white backdrop. The VTs continued their silent descents,
| oosi ng second and third salvos of red-tipped denons agai nst that horde which had overwhel med
their world. And countless Invid mecha flaned out and fried, but not enough to matter. For every
one taken out there were three that survived, and those which broke through the line of fire began
to strike back. Scott knew there were creatures inside each of those ships-huge bi pedal nockeries
of the Human form w th massive arns and heads that resenbl ed el ongated snouts.

Unli ke the eneny forces of the First and Second Robotech Wars, the Invid relied on nunbers
rather than firepower. True, the Zentraedi had a seeningly endl ess supply of Battlepods and an

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/TXT%20-%20Jack%...20-%20Robotech%2010%20-%20Invid%20Invasion.txt (6 of 71) [2/4/03 10:37:49 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/T X T%20-%20Jack%20M cKinney%20-%20Robotech%62010%20-%20I nvid%20l nvasi on.txt

armada of ships four million strong, but by and | arge the war was fought in conventional terms. Up
agai nst the Masters this was even nore the case, with the nunber of necha on both sides
substantially reduced. Wth the Invid, however, humanki nd encountered a horde nmentality to riva
any that nature had produced. And true to form whether arny ants or swarns of killer bees, the
Invid carried a sting.

As Scott and the others knew fromtheir previous encounters, initial fusillades were what
counted nmost. Once separated fromits columm, the individual Invid ship was blindingly
maneuver abl e and often unstoppable. In close it favored two approaches: ripping open necha wth
its alloy pincer claws and enbracing a ship and literally shocking it to death with charges
delivered by the ships' Protoculture systens. Scott saw both variations of this occurring while he
did his best to keep his own fighter out of reach.

Veritech and crabship were going at it across the field, Mars Division troops and Invid
mecha in deadly pursuits and dogfights, crisscrossing in the upper reaches of the stratosphere
am dst tracer rounds, missile tracks, and laser-array fire fromthe command ships. Scott saw one
of his teamtaken out by a claw swi pe that opened the Veritech tail to nose, precious atnosphere
sucked fromthe fractured canopy, the pilot flailing for Iife inside. In another part of nearby
space, several Veritechs floated derelict after |ovel ess Invid enbraces.

Scott realized the hopel essness of their situation and ordered his squadron to reconfigure
to Battloid node

Mechanor phosi s, or npde selection, was still controlled by a three-position cockpit |ever,
along with the pilot's necha will, which interfaced with the fighter's Protoculture-governed
systens. But where all parts of the first-generation Veritechs participated in reconfiguration
t he augnmentati on packs and energy generators of the Arnored Al phas (essential for the space and
ground nissions that typified the Expeditionary Force) renmained intact during the process. The
forward portion of the craft tel escoped to acconplish this, arms unfol ding from behind the canopy
whil e radome and cockpit rotated up through a 180-degree arc, now allowi ng the underbelly | aser
turret to becone the Battloid s head, and the underbelly rifle/cannon to becone the weapon t hat
was grasped in the mecha's right hand.

Thus transformed, Scott's squadron fell in to reengage the Invid, blue thrusters bright in
Earth's dark side.

Meanwhi | e, a second wave of Veritechs was | aunched fromthe transports to respond to
anot her colum of Invid approaching swiftly fromDelta sector.

Scott's displays flashed coordi nates and signatures of the second Mol |l usk Carrier even
before he had visual contact. He ordered his teamto formup on his | ead and throw thensel ves
agai nst the columm. Once agai n heatseekers found their marks and took out scores of Invid ships;
and once again orange hell-flowers bl ossoned. But reinforced, the Invid | aunched a frenzied
counterstrike. Shock vessels broke through the front |lines and went for the transports themnsel ves
in suicide runs and nmassed charges. Particle beans, disgorged from bow guns, swept |ike
i nsecticide through their ranks, annihilating ship after ship.

Scott's teamregrouped and gave chase to any that survived, blasts fromthe VTs' chain-
guns bl owi ng pincers to debris and holing carapaces. Still, Scott could hear the death screans of
t he unlucky ones piercing the tac net's cacophony of comrands and reactions. VIs and Invid ships
drifted fromthe arena, |ocked in bizarre postures, obscene enbraces. Here, an Invid pincer was
apparently caught in the canopy of the ship it had ensnared; there, another held a VT to itself,
exchangi ng lightning flashes of death.

Scott, sweat beading up across his forehead, was in pursuit of two Invid ships that were
closing in on Conmander Gardner's transport; he had heard Marlene's terror-stricken call for help
only a nonent before and had one of the eneny ships bracketed in the chain-gun's sights now He
fired once, shooting a hole through its groin, and snmiled devilishly as it disintegrated in a
brief burst of crinmson light. The second Invid, its pincers raised for action, was movi ng toward
the bridge viewports. But fire from Scott's cannon deconmm ssioned it before it attained striking
di st ance.

"Saw two, swatted sane," Scott told Marlene over the comnet, a confident tone returned to
his voice. The Invid were falling back on all sides.

"CGood job, Conmander," Gardner congratul ated hi mbefore Marlene had a chance to speak
"Signal your teamto begin their atnospheric approach. Qur thermal energy shields are already
seriously drained."

"Roger," said Scott, at the same tine waving the chain-gun to signal his w ngnen. "We'|
escort you through."

Scott saw the transport's thrusters fire a three-second burst, realigning the ship for its
sl ow descent. He sat back and punched up orbital entry calculations inn the data screen, fed these
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over to the autopilot, and returned his attention to wi de-range radar. Suddenly Marlene was on the
net again, alerting himto a unit of bandits noving agai nst himat four o' clock. He glanced over
hi s shoul der and glinpsed them even as their signatures were registering on the mecha's radar
screen.

"I see them" he answered her calnmy

Scott permitted the half dozen Invid to close in, enabling his onboard targeting conputer
to get a fix on all of them It was a calculated risk but one that paid off a nmonment |ater when
the Battloid s deltoid conpartments opened and each | aunched a missile that honed in on its
target. Scott boostered hinself away fromthe silent fireworks and rechecked the screen: There was
no sign of eneny activity.

"We're all clear, Commander," he reported, easing up the thinking cap's faceshield.

Gardner's face now flashed into view on the cockpit's small comm screen. "Scott! W nust
try to slip through and hit Reflex Point before the Regis's drones have a chance to regroup
Under st ood?"

"Roger Conmander," Scott returned. At a signal fromthe HUD, he dropped the faceshield,
the inside surface of which was di splaying approach vectors and nunerical data. He opened the tac
net. "Qur entrance azimuth is one-two-one-one...Reconfiguring for orbital deviation."

Scott arned the Veritech's shield after it had shifted node and brought the fighter
al ongsi de Gardner's descendi ng transport. The hull tenperature of his own ship was reaching
critical levels, and he reasoned that the same thing had to be occurring on the larger ship. A
gl ance told himhe was correct and nore. The underside of the comand vessel was radiating an
i ntense gl ow that suggested an inproper angle of approach. Scott waited for the vessel to correct
itself, and when it didn't, he went on the net.

"Reconmend you recal cul ate entry horizon, Comrander. The ship appears to be entering too

qui ckly. "

"It can't be hel ped, Scott. W've got to put down. Qur shields will never see us through
anot her attack."

"Sir, you'll never live to see another attack if you don't readjust your course heading,"”
Scott said nore firmy. "That ship wasn't built for this kind of gravitational pull. You' re going

to tear her apart!"”

Scott tried to suppress a mounting feeling of panic. He heard Marlene tell Gardner that
the reserve thermal energy shields were now conpl etely exhausted. Gardner ordered her to engage
the retros.

Scott craned his neck to see if the retros were having any effect, his guts like a knot
pressing agai nst his diaphragm He saw sonething break free fromthe tail section of the
transport, glow, and burn out. He was trying to maintain proximty with the ship, but as a result
his own displays were suddenly flashing warnings as well. |'d better slow down nyself if | don't
want to be decorating a big part of the |andscape.

Scott pulled the node selector to G position and stepped out of his fear tenporarily to
think the Veritech through to Guardi an node. As the | egs of the necha dropped, reverse-
articulating, he engaged the foot thrusters, substantially cutting his speed. At the sane tineg,
Gardner's transport was roaring past himin an uncontrolled plunge.

"Commander, pull out!" he cried into the net. Marl ene!

Caught between self-sacrifice and desperation, Scott could do little nore than bear
wi tness to the agonizingly slow deterioration of the command ship-the end of all he held dear in
the world. The transport was a gl owi ng enber now, slagging off fragments of itself into the void
The intense heat would have already boiled the bl ood of those inside..

Mar | ene!

Hs mind tried to save himfromthe horror by denying the events, cocooning himin much
the sane way the Veritech did. But averting his gaze only worsened natters. Everywhere he | ooked
shi ps-of -the-fl eet were breaking apart, flam ng out as they plunged into Earth's betraying bl ue
softness, wings and stabilizers folded by heat, delicate necks snapped, nolten alloy falling Iike
silver tears in the night.

The Veritechs were faring better, but colums of Invid were now on the ascent to deal out
their own formof injustice.

They fell upon the helpless transports and conmand ships first, helping nature's crue
reversal along with deliberately placed rends and breaches, spreading further ruin throughout the
fleet. Scott saw acts of bravery and futility: a Battloid already crippled and falling backward
into the atnosphere pouring cannon fire against the eneny; two superheated Veritechs attenpting to
defend a transport agai nst dozens of Invid claw fighters; another VT, boosters blazing, in a
kam kaze run toward the head of the col um.
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Scott instructed his ship to jettison the rear augnmentation pack and increased his speed,
at nrosphere be dammed. There was still an outside chance that some of Gardner's crew had nade it
into the evacuation pods. If only the Invid could be kept away fromthe hapl ess transport.

"Please, pull out!"™ Scott was screaming through gritted teeth. "Please, please..."

Then, all at once, the transport's triple-thrusters died out, and an instant |ater the
ship was engulfed in a soundless fireball that blewit to pieces.

Mar | ene! Scott railed at the heavens, his fists striking blows against the canopy and
consol e as the Veritech conmenced a swift unguided fall.

CHAPTER TWO

I don't think I'"Il ever forget the first time | laid eyes on Scott Bernard-beneath all that

Robot ech arnor, | nean. He had the Look of the Lost in his eyes, and a stammer in his voice that
was pure trenolo. The latter proved to be a case of offworld accent-sone Tirolian hol dover- but
that Look...l just couldn't neet his eyes; | sat there tinkering with the Cyclone, trying to
figure out whether | should run for the hills or off the guy then and there. Later on-nuch |ater
on-he told nme about that first night in the wods. |'ve got to |augh, even now. Ask Scott Bernard

the one about the tree falling in the wilderness-and prepare to have your head bitten off?
Rand, Notes on the Run

Tirol, once the homeworl d of the Robotech Masters, then an Invid colony when the Masters had
uprooted the remants of their dying race and journeyed to Earth in search of Protoculture, was a
reconfigured planet, nmuch of its surface given over to humankind' s needs, its small seas and

weat her patterns taned. Not like this Earth, Scott thought, with its solitary yellow sun and

di stant silver satellite. He yearned for Tirol. It had been his honme as nuch as the SDF-3 had
been; he missed the binary stars of Fantoma's system the protective presence of the notherworld
itself. How renmpte one felt fromthe heavens on this displaced world.

Scott recalled Admiral Hunter's rousing send-off speech, his talk of the "cool green hills
of honme"-his hone, Earth. Scott |aughed bitterly to hinself, the planet's native splendor |ost on
hi m

The Al pha had found a soft spot to cushion its fall in some sort of highland forest. QGak
and fir trees, Scott guessed. The VT was history, but cockpit harnesses and collision air bags had
kept himin one piece. However, the crash had been viol ent enough to plow up a | arge hunk of the
| andscape. He had | ost his hel met and sustained a forehead bruise; then canme a follow up thigh
wound of his own naking when he had rather carelessly clinbed fromthe weck.

He was sitting in the grass now, his back against the fighter's fuselage, his head and
left | eg bandaged with gauze fromthe ship's first-aid kit. He had gotten rid of his cunbersone
arnmor just before nightfall but kept his blaster within reach

The forest was dark and full of sounds he could not identify, although he was certain
these were all natural calls and chirps and whistles-fromwhat he had seen thus far, Earth was
primtive and uncontroll ed.

And there were just too many places for an eneny to hide.

"G ve nme a scorched Martian desert any day," Scott nuttered.

He heard a rustling sound in the brush nearby and reached out for the blaster-a discette-
shaped weapon devel oped on Tirol that was a scal ed-down version of the one carried by the Masters
Bi oroi ds during the Second Robotech War.

"I's there sonmebody out there?" he asked of the dark

When t he novenent suddenly increased, he fired off a charge; it inpacted with a blinding
orange flash against a tree, flushing two snall |ong-eared creatures fromthe undergrowth. Scott
ni stook them for Optera cha-chas at first-the Flower of Life Pollinators-then realized that they
were rabbits.

VWat's happening to nme? he asked hinsel f, shaken by the cold fear that coursed through
him Marlene and everything | | oved destroyed, and now I'm 1l osing nmy nerve. He set the blaster
asi de and put his gloved hands to his face. It was possi ble he had sustained a concussion during
the crash. A del ayed onset of shock..

Lifting his head, he found that Earth had another surprise in store for him The sky was
dunpi ng droplets of water on himit was raining! Scott got up and wal ked to a clearing in the
woods. He had heard about this phenonenon fromold-tiners but hadn't expected to encounter it.
Scott could see that rain mght not be a bad thing under certain conditions, but right nowit was
only adding to his disconfort. Besides, there was sonething else in the air that had cone in wth
the rain: periods of a short-lived, rolling, explosive roar
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Cl ouds backlit by flashes of electrical charge were nmoving swiftly, obscuring the Mon and
pl unging the world into an inpenetrable dark. Soon the angry bolts responsible for that
stroboscopic |ight were overhead, |aunched |ike fiery spears toward the land itself, earsplitting
cl aps of thunder in their wake.

Scott found hinself overwhel ned by a novel formof terror, so unlike the fear he was
accustoned to that he stood screaming into the face of it, his feet seenmingly rooted to the
ground. This had nothing to do with eneny laser fire or plasma annihilation discs; it had nothing
to do with conbat or close calls. This was a larger terror, a deeper one, springing froman
archaic part of himself he had never net face to face.

Unnerved, he ran for the safety of the Veritech cockpit as lightning struck and ignited
one of the trees, toppling it with a second bolt that split the forest giant along its Iength. He
| owered t he canopy and hunkered down in the VT seat, hugging hinself for warmh and security. Eyes
tightly shut, ears filled with crackling noise, he shouted to hinmself: What am | doing on this
horri bl e pl anet?

As if answering him his mnd reran i mages of the conmand ship's fiery dem se, that slow
and silent fatality.

“Marl ene," he said through tears.

Hi s hand had found the hol o-1 ocket she had given himon the bridge. But his forefinger was
frozen on the activation button, his nmnd fearful of confronting the ghosts the device was neant
to sumon up. Still, he knew that he had to force hinself to see and hear her again...before he
could let the past die.

The netallic green heart opened at his touch, unfolding like a triptych; fromits bl ood-
red hol o-bead center wafted a phantom i nage of Marl ene.

"Scott, my darling, | knowit isn't much, but | thought you' d get a kick out of this
trinket. I'"'mlooking forward to living the rest of ny life with you. | can't wait till this
conflict is all behind us. Till we nmeet again, ny love..."

The voice that had been Marlene's trailed off, and the shimering nessage returned to its
pl ace of captivity. Scott closed the heart and clutched it tightly in his fist, w shing
desperately that he could so easily de-rezz the inmages held fast in his own heart. Qutside, the
storm conti nued unabat ed, echoing the dark night of his soul. Lighting fractured the alien sky,
and rainwater ran in a steady stream across the protective curve of the VI's canopy.

In the norning Earth's skies seened as blue as the seas Scott had seen from space; the air
snel | ed sweet, washed clean of last night's violence. But this was little consol ati on. Fear and
sorrow had lulled himinto a fitful sleep, and the stark images of Marlene's death were with him
when he awoke.

At a clear streamnear the crash site, he filled his canteens with water. Taking in
morning's soft light, the spectacle of the forest itself, the profusion of bird Iife, he suspected
that Earth could be a tolerable place, after all, but doubted that he would ever feel at hone
here. He promi sed hinself that he would turn his thoughts to the mission and only the nission from
this point on. Insanity was the only alternative.

He returned to the Veritech and stowed the canteens with the survival gear he had al ready
retrieved fromthe necha. He had enough energency rations to last himthe better part of an Earth
week; if he didn't come across a settlenent or city by then, he would be forced to forage for
food. And given what little informati on he had about edible plants and such, the thought was
hardly an appetizi ng one.

He turned his attention nowto the one itemthat was likely to rescue himfrom edible
plants or privation: the Cyclone vehicle stored away in the fighter's snmall cargo conpartnment. A
wel | - conceal ed sensor panel in the fusel age gave himaccess to this, and in a nonent he was
lifting the self-contained Cyclone free of the cargo hold. In its present collapsed state the
woul d- be two-wheel ed transport was no | arger than a foot |ocker, but reconfigured it was
equivalent to a 1,000-cc twentieth-century notorcycle. Wiich in fact it was, after a fashion

Oiginally one of Robotechnology's first creations, it had undergone sone radica
nmodi fications under Lang's SDF-3 teanms. The Expeditionary Force had come to rely upon the vehicle
as nmuch as it had on the Veritech fighters, even though its design was still a basic one: a hybrid
pi ston and Protocul ture-powered transformable notorcycle that was a far cry fromthe Hovercycl es
devel oped on Earth during the same tine period. Unlike that Southern Cross narvel, the Cyclone
required the full interaction of its pilot, whose "thinking cap" and specially designed arnor were
essential to the functioning of the vehicle's Protocul ture-based nmechanorphic systens. In
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addition, it was |light enough to carry, and wondrously fuel-efficient.

Scott carried the Cyclone several feet fromthe fighter and set about reconfiguring it,
which entailed little nore than flipping the appropriate switches. That nmuch acconpli shed, he
transferred his survival gear to the cycle's rear deck and began to struggle into the necha's
nmodul ar battle arnor-not unlike the shoul der pads, hip harnesses, and |leg and forearm protectors
worn by turn-of-the-century athletes, except for the fact that the arnmor had been fashioned from
I'i ght wei ght al | oys.

Scott was wearing Marlene's hol o-heart around his neck now and gave a last |ook at it
before snapping the arnor's pectorals in place. It's tine, ny love, he said to the heart.

Again he told hinself to concentrate on the mission. He recall ed Conmander Gardner's
words: |If only one of you survive the invasion, you nmust |locate the Invid Reflex Point and destroy
it along with their queen, the Regis. Scott had no idea how many people from Mars Division had
survived atnospheric entry, but it was unlikely that any of them had touched down near his crash
site. He had been so caught up in the destruction of the command ship that he had failed to | ock
the proper coordinates into the VI's autopilot. As a consequence, the necha had surely delivered
himfar fromany of the dozen preassi gned rendezvous points and who knew how far fromthe Reflex
Point itself. The stars told Scott that he had conme down somewhere in the southern hem sphere
whi ch put thousands of niles between himand the Regis if he was |ucky, oceans between themif
not. In any case, north was the direction of choice.

Scott donned his hel met and nounted the Cyclone. A thunb switch brought the necha to life;
he found his confidence somewhat restored by the throaty, synchronous firing of the cycle's
syst ens.

Now let's get on with evening the score with the Regis and her Invid horde, Scott said to
hi msel f as he set off.

The worst thing about being a | one survivor were the menories that survived with you,
Scott decided. If only one could erase them switch them off sonehow. But Scott knew that he
couldn't; the people one loved were nore frightening ghosts than anything inmagi nati on coul d
conjure up. And they couldn't be outrun..

Less than an hour fromhis crash site, Scott was surprised to find hinself on what
appeared to be a trail or an ancient roadway lined with trees. But an even greater shock awaited
himover the rise: a veritable desert at the foot of the wooded foothills that w tnessed his
crash, stretching out toward di stant barren nmountains. Scott slid the Cyclone to a halt and stared
honesi ck at the sight.

Who said there were no Fantona | andscapes on Earth?

Scott had never heard Wbl ff, Edwards, or any of the old-timers brag about this. It was
al nost as vast as Spheri s!

Now reassured as well as renewed, Scott twi sted the Cyclone's throttle and streaked down
into the wastes

El sewhere in the wastes rode a survivor of a different canpaign; but his cycle was of a
different sort, (twenty years old if it was a day, and running desperately short of fuel pellets).

A cl ear-eyed, short, sinewy teenager with a shaggy nmop of red hair and an unwashed | ook
about hi mboth by necessity and by design-he called hinself Rand, his inherited names | ong
abandoned. He was born about the tinme the SDF-3 had been | aunched fromlLittle Luna, and he had
seen the rise and fall of Chairman Mran's governnment, the invasion of the Robotech Masters, and
humanki nd' s subsequent regression to barbarism a turn of events that had cul ninated with the
arrival of the Invid and their easily won conquest.

Just now Rand was doi ng what he did best: keeping hinself alive. H's old bike was closing
in on the object he had seen plumet fromthe night sky two days ago, something too slow and
controlled to have been a neteor, too massive for an Al pha. He had nade up his mnd to track its
fall, abandoning his earlier plans to try for Laako City in the hopes of beating other Spotters,
Foragers, and assorted rogues to the find.

Rand rel axed his wist and |l et the bike come to a slow stop a good kiloneter fromthe
i mpact point. He threw back the hood of his shirt and slid his goggles up onto his forehead. The
ship was even larger than he had guessed, |like some great bird with enornmus hexagonal |y shaped
cargo pods strapped to the undersides of its wings. It was still glowing in places but obviously
had been cool ed by the rains that had drenched the irradi ated wastes during the night. Rand
cautiously resuned his forward notion, conpleting a circle around the thing at the sane safe
di stance. There were no tracks or footprints in the still-noist sands, which neant that no one had
left or entered the weck during the past twelve hours or so.

He cycl ed through a second, tighter circle and headed in, convinced that he was first to
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arrive on the scene. Approaching the ship now, he could discern nunmbers and letters stenciled on
the fuselage-M R DIV_| -but could make no sense of the whol e-where it had conme from or why.

The wreck had the stench of recent death witten all over it. He wasn't in the | east
| ooking forward to wal king into cargo bays wal | papered with Human renmains, but he was just going
to have to shut his eyes to that part of it. There had to be sonething he could use, weapons or
f oodst uffs.

He began to circle the ship on foot now, searching for some way to get inside. The nose
was throwi ng off so nuch heat there was no getting near it, but the rear hatch of one of the cargo
carriers had sprung open on inpact, and the place seened cool enough to enter

Rand threw hinself atop the twi sted weck of the hatch and started in. The interior was
dark and uninviting, and it snelled like hell. He knew he wasn't going to get very far, but not
fifty feet into the thing-after whacking his head on a low threshold and falling flat on his face
in the dark-he found nore than enough to satisfy him a bin of ten Robotech cycles.

He lifted one up and out of its rack and bent down to look it over. It was Robotech, al
right, probably one of the Cyclone type the mlitary had used before the devel opment of the
Hovercrafts. Rand had heard about them but never thought he would |ive to see one-let alone ride
one!

Straddl i ng the mecha now, he depressed the ignition switch, fingers of his left hand
crossed for luck. The Cyclone fired, purring like a kitten, after a goose or two of the throttle

"Awniight!" Rand shout ed.

He flicked on the headlight, screeched the Cyclone through a 360, and tore back toward the
doorway, |aunching hinself into the desert air fromthe sprung hatchway. He hit the sand and
twisted the cycle to a halt, exhilarated fromhis short flight.

Then he noticed sonething else in flight: a three-unit Invid scouting party comi ng fast
over a ridge of lowhills to the west. Rand cursed hinmself for not figuring theminto the picture;
they, too, nmust have been aware of the transport's crash. And as always, their timng was
i npeccabl e. Even so, Rand was thankful that they were only Scouts and not Shock Troopers. In fact
there was a good chance that the Cyclone would be able to outrun themat |east as far as the
forest.

The three Scouts put down next to the downed ship; positioning thenselves to prevent
Rand's escape, the cloven foot of one themflattening the old cycle that had seen himthrough so
much.

"l sure hope your insurance is paid up, pal!" Rand yelled at the Scout.

They were twenty-foot-tall bipedal creatures with articulated arnored | egs and nassive
pi ncer arns; there was no actual head, but raised egg-shaped protrusions atop their inverted
triangul ar torsos were suggestive of eyes, while what | ooked to be a red-rimred |ipless nmouth
conceal ed a single sensor |ens. Rand had seen brown ones and purple ones-these three were of the
|atter category-and nore than anything they rem nded himof two-legged |and crabs. The Scouts were
just that and were weaponl ess, except if one counted their innate repul siveness. However, they
could inflict serious damage with their claws, and just now one of the Scouts wanted to
denonstrate that fact to Rand

Rand shot the Cyclone forward at the Scout's first swipe, its claw striking the sand with
a loud crunching sound. "Ckay, but-Umgoing to be submitting a bill for damages!" he called over
hi s shoul der as a second creature gave pursuit.

Rand' s previous questions concerning the Cyclone's capabilities were soon to be answered.
The three Invid were gaining on him and ready or not he was going to have to put the cyc through
its paces. He took a deep breath and kicked in the turbochargers. Instantaneously the Cyclone took
off like a shot, living up to its nanesake while Rand struggled to retain control. The Scouts
meanwhi | e gave up their ground-shaking run and took to the air, thrusters carrying them overhead,
pi ncer arms poised for the enbrace that killed.

Their prey, however, had managed to overcone his initial ineptitude and was now | eani ng
the Cyclone through a series of self-inposed twists and turns along the featurel ess sands, a
tactic that nore than once brought the Scouts close to midair collisions with one anot her

"Just lemre know if you're gettin' tired!" Rand shouted above the roar of the necha. He
| aughed over his shoulder and threw the Scouts a naniacal grin; but when he turned again to face
forward he found troubl e ahead. Sonethi ng was approachi ng him fast, kicking up one heck of a dust
storm Two of the Invid were noving into flanking position, and it suddenly occurred to Rand that
he woul d soon be surrounded.

Scott Bernard felt two enptions vying for his attenti on when he saw the Cyclone rider and
the Invid Scouts: elation that he had found one of his Mars Division conrades and rage at the
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sight of the eneny. He couldn't figure out why the rider wasn't reconfiguring but knew that the

situation called for imediate action. Lowering the helnmet visor, he engaged the necha's turbos.

For a nonent the Cyclone was up on its rear wheel, then it went fully airborne. At the sane tine,
Scott's mnd instinctively found the vibe that allowed it to interface with the cycle's

Prot ocul ture systens.

Hel ped al ong by the imging Scott's nind fed the Cyclone via the helmet "thinking cap,"
the mecha began to reconfigure. The wi ndscreen and hel met assenbly flattened out; the front whee
di sengaged itself fromthe axle and swung back and off to one side. The rear wheel, along with
nmost of the thruster pack, rode up, while other conmponents, including the wheel-nmounted missile
tubes, attached thenselves to Scott's hip, leg, and forearmarnor. In the final stage of
mechanor phosi's, he resenbl ed sone kind of airborne arnored backpacker whose gear just happened to
include two solid rubber tires and a jet pack

Scott let the thruster carry himin close to the Invid Scouts before bringing his forearm
weapons into play-twi n [aunch tubes that carried small but deadly Scorpion mssiles. Right arm
outstretched now, pal mdownward, he raised the tubes' targeting nmechanism centered one of the
Scouts in the reticle, and | oosed both nmissiles. They streaked toward their quarry with a deadly
sibilance (Scott's arnor protecting himfromtheir backlash), narrowy m ssed Rand, and caught the
Invid ship square in the belly, scattering pieces of it across the sands.

The unarnored Cyclone rider went down into a long slide while Scott took to the ground to
di spatch his remaining pursuers. Once in their mdst, he dodged two cl aw sw pes before | aunching
hi nsel f over the top of his woul d-be assailant. Another mi ssed swi pe and a second | eap | anded him
atop one of the pair; he leapt up again and cane down for the kill, firing off a single Scorpion
fromthe left forearmlaunch tubes. Wiile the Invid was engul fed by the ensui ng expl osion, Scott
put down to deal with the last of them

The thing tried to crush himwith its foot, but Scott rolled away fromit in tine.

Li kewi se, he dodged a right claw and junped up onto the Invid s head. The Scout brought its left
up now, alnost in a gesture of puzzlenment, but Scott was al ready gone. He toyed with the Invid for
a mnute nore, allowing it another shot at himbefore polishing it off with the remaining
Scor pi on, which the Scout took right through its red optic scanner

The Cyclone rider was still on the ground beneath his overturned nmecha when Scott
approached. "They're not really as tough as they | ook, are they?" he said to the bewi |l dered red-
haired civilian.

"Honmbre, you're really something else in a battle,
ar ched.

Scott raised the faceshield of his helnet. "The Cycl one does the work," he said hunbly.

“"Yeah, it's quite arig," said Rand. He got up, dusted hinself off, and righted the cycle,
marveling at it once again. "You are a Forager?" he asked Scott warily. "Sonme kinda one-nman army?"

"You nmight say that," Scott began. "Now listen-"

"It's the first tine | ever actually rode one of these things!" Rand interrupted.

"l need sone information-"

“I"lIl bet | could nodify this to go twice the speed!" Rand was on his knees now, fidgeting

the man returned, his bushy eyebrows

with this and that. "Look at this control setup! | can't wait to try to reconfigure it!"
"Just where the hell are we, outlaw?" Scott managed at |ast. But when even that failed to
elicit a response, he reached over the Cyclone and grabbed Rand by the shirtfront. "I"'mtalking to

you, pal. Were'd those Scouts come fron? Is there an Invid hive around here?"

Rand began to struggl e against the nmecha's hold, and Scott |let himgo. He was a scrappy
kid but m ght nmake a decent partner.

Rand backed off, arnms akinbo. "Wat do | |ook |ike, some kind of travel agent? | don't
make a habit of asking themwhere they hail fromyou just | ook up and there they are. | hate those
t hi ngs!"

"Take it easy," Scott told himharshly. He explained about the ill-fated invasion force
and their abortive attenpts at securing a groundside front.

"I didn't think you were fromaround here," Rand said, sonewhat relieved. "Admral Hunter
huh?" It was as if Scott had nmentioned George Washi ngton

“Anci ent history, | suppose."”

Rand shrugged. "I've never heard of Reflex Point either. 'Course, | don't m x rmuch when
don't have to. As far as | know, the Invid HQis north of here-way north." Fascinated, he watched
as Scott, now on his knees, collapsed and stepped out of the two-wheel ed backpack, returning the
mecha to Cyclone configuration. "You really going to try and find Refl ex?"

"That's what |'mhere for," said Scott, doffing the helnmet. As he pulled it over his head,
the chin strap caught the hol o-locket's chain and took it along. The heart fell and opened,
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replaying its brief nessage to Scott and his stunned conpanion

“...1"'mlooking forward to living the rest of ny life with you. | can't wait till this
conflict is all behind us. Till we neet again, ny love..."

Wordl essly, Scott stooped to retrieve the heart.

"Hey, that's great!" said Rand. "Is that your girl?"

"Uh...nmy girl," Scott stammered. He straightened up, clutching the heart against his
pectoral armor, and turned his back to Rand.

CHAPTER THREE

Dol za's anni hil ation bolts had devastated the South Anerican coastal cities and turned nmuch of the
vast interior forest into wasteland. Ilronically enough, however, repopul ation of the area was
|largely the result of the hundreds of Zentraedi warships that crashed there after the firing of
the Grand Cannon. |ndeed, even after Khyron's efforts to stage a full-scale rebellion had fail ed,
the region was still largely under Zentraedi donination (the T sentrati Control Zone, as it was
known to the indigenous peoples), up until the Ml content uprisings of 2013-15 and the subsequent
events headed up by Captain Maxmillian Sterling of the Robotech Defense Force. But contrary to
popul ar belief, Brazilas did not becone the | aw ess frontier Scott Bernard traversed until nuch

| ater, specifically, the two-year period between the fall of Chairnan Mran's Council and the
Invid invasion. In fact the regi on had seen extensive changes during the Second Robotech War and
surely would have risen to the fore had it not been for the disastrous end to that fifteen-year
epoch.

"Sout hl ands, " History of the Third Robotech War, Vol. XXl

Count | ess peopl e found thensel ves honel ess after the Invid' s preenptive strike against Earth; the
wast e was awash with wanderers, thieves, and nadnen. And, of course, children: |ost, uprooted,
orphaned. They fared worse than the other groups, usually falling prey to illness, starvation, and
mar audi ng gangs. COccasionally, one would stunmbl e upon groups of themin devastated cities or
natural shelters-caves, patches of forest, oases-forty or fifty strong, banded together |ike sone
feral famly; and God help the one who tried to disturb their new order!...But this was the
exception rather than the rule. The great majority of themhad to nmake their own way and fend for
t hensel ves, attach thensel ves-nore often, enslave thensel ves-to whonever or whatever could provide
themwi th sonme senbl ance of protection, the chance for a better tonorrow.

Laako City, largest settlenment in the southern wastes, saw its fair share of these
namel ess drifters, and Ken was usually the one who wel comed themw th open arns. He was a tall,
gangly streetw se ei ghteen-year-old with a reputation for dirty tricks, nean-spirited by nature
but a charner when he needed to be. H's long hair was a pewer color, save for the crinson
forel ock that was his tradenark.

Hi s nost recent conquest was a young girl naned Annie, who clained to be fifteen. But Ken
had grown bored with her; besides, he had his eye fixed on a pretty little dark-haired urchin who
had just arrived in Laako, and the tine had come to kiss Annie off.

The trouble was that Annie didn't want to go.

"Don't leave me like this!" she was pleading with humjust now, alligator tears coursing
down noon-face cheeks.

"Hey," he told her soothingly, disengaging himself fromher hold on his arm "You knew
fromthe start you'd have to | eave soneday."

This was and was not true: Laako did maintain a policy of limting the time outsiders were
allowed to spend in the city, but well-connected Ken could easily have steered his way around the
regs. |If he had been so inclined.

The two of them were standing at the causeway entrance to the city in the | ake, the tal
al beit ruined towers of the Laako's twin islands visible in the background. Sundry trucks and
tractors on their way to the causeway checkpoint were notoring by, kicking up dust and decibels
al i ke.

"Pl ease, Ken!" Annie tried, enphatically this tinme, launching herself at him hoping to
pinion his arns with her small hands. It was push and pull for a nonent-Ken saying, "Annie!...Cut
it out!...Stop it!" to Annie's "I can't!...I won't!...I can't!-" but ultimately he put a violent
end to it, bringing his arms up with such force that Annie was thrown to the ground.

VWi ch was easy enough for himto do. She was a good foot shorter than Ken, with a | arge
mout h, long, straight, carrot-colored hair, and what sone m ght have termed a cherubli ke cuteness
about her. Her single outfit consisted of an olive-drab doubl e-breasted mlitary junmpsuit she had
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pi cked up along the trail, set off by a pink franel ess rucksack and a maroon visored cap

enbl azoned with the letters E. T, a piece of twentieth-century nostalgia that dated back to a
popul ar science-fantasy film It was difficult to tell-as it was with many of the | ost-whether
Anni e was searching for a friend, a father, or a lover. And it was doubtful that she could have
answered the question either.

"I told you to cut it out," Ken started to say, but the sight of her kneeling in the dirt
crying her eyes out managed to touch what neager tenderness he still possessed. "Don't you see
have no choi ce?" he conti nued apol ogetically, wal king over to her and placing his hand on her
heavi ng shoul der. "This whole thing is just as hard for ne as it is for you, Annie. Please try and
under st and. "

She kept her face buried in her hands, sobbing while he spoke.

"Nobody who cones fromthe outside can stay for nore than a little while, renenber? And if

| left here, | wouldn't be allowed to return..."
Suddenly the tears were gone and she was | ooking up at himwi th a devious grin on her
face. "Then run away with me, Ken! W'Ill start our own famly, our own town!" She was up on her

feet now, tugging on his arm but Ken didn't budge.

"Quit giving ne a hard time," he told her harshly, angry at hinself for being taken in by
her saltwater act. "I'mnot goi ng anywhere-you are!"”

Anni e's face contorted through sorrow to rage. She cursed him using everything her
vocabul ary had to offer. But in return he proffered a knowing snile that underm ned her anger
"You' re heartless," she seethed, collapsing to the ground once nore. "Heartless."

Rand had |l ed Scott to the site of the downed transport; the Mars Division comander held
little hope that anyone had survived the crash but thought there m ght be an Arnored Al pha
Veritech still aboard. He was thankful for the Cyclone, but with perhaps thousands of niles
separating himfromthe Invid Reflex Point, the journey would be a [ ong one indeed.

Fearing a visit fromlInvid reinforcenents-Shock Troopers this time-the two riders didn't
remain long at the weck. There were neither survivors nor Veritechs, but Scott was at |east able
to procure additional Scorpions for the battle arnor | aunchers, several canisters of Protoculture
fuel, and a sensor-studded helmet for Rand. Thus far the redheaded rebel had denopnstrated no
inclination to formeven a tenporary partnership, but Scott hoped that the helnmet and battle arnor
woul d entice himsomewhat. Scott would have been the first to admt his sense of hel pl essness; he
was a stranger to this world and its ways. And if the unthinkable had occurred-if he al one had
survived the atnospheric plunge-he was going to need all the help he could get.

Rand wasn't sure what to make of the offworlder. He was a good nan to have on one's side
in a fight and no doubt-a capabl e enough officer in his own elenent, but he was a fish out of
water on Earth, and a relic besides-a throwback to a time when humanki nd functi oned hopefully and
collectively. In any case, Rand was a lone rider, and he nmeant to keep it that way. You joined up
with someone, and suddenly there were conprom ses that had to be made, plans and decisions a
singl e Forager wasn't caught up in.

Rand |ived for the open road, and he was grateful that the offworlder hadn't |ingered too
long at the crash site, glad to have it behind himnow. The two had ridden as far as the hills
toget her, then Rand had waved Scott off and lit out on his own, the Cyclone throbbing beneath him
He was enchanted with the necha, but there were a few other priorities that needed tending to:
food, for starters. The tastel ess stuff Scott had liberated fromthe weck m ght be all right for
spacenen, but it wasn't likely to catch on anmong down-to-earth Foragers.

Once again he had decided to pass on Laako City; it would be easy enough to get sonething
to eat there, but the results probably wouldn't justify the paranoid garbage he woul d have to put
up with. Rand had never visited Laako, but what he had heard from other Foragers was enough to
gi ve himsecond t houghts about the place.

Even so, he was headed in the general direction of the island city, putting the Cyclone
through the paces on the twisting nountain road that connected the wastes with the grassl ands and
| akes of the central plateaus. The only such road, it was usually heavily trafficked and dangerous
in spots-little nore than a narrow | edge with deep ruts and steep drop-offs. But nobst of that was
still ahead of him and he was cruising along, oblivious to the fact that Scott was not far
behi nd. Then Rand heard the roar of the second Cycl one and | ooked over his right shoul der
surprised to find the of fworlder scranbling al ong the enmbanknment above the roadway. Scott gave a
nod and piloted the cycle through a clean junp that brought hi m al ongsi de Rand.

"What's the problen?” Rand shouted, raising his goggles. "You got nowhere to go, or what?"
He saw Scott snile beneath the hel met's w aparound chin guard

"I want to head up toward that city you nentioned," Scott called back, nmaintaining his
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speed. "We might be able to get sone information."

"What's this we stuff, spaceman?" Rand barked. "I go ny own way."

Scott snmiled again. "Cone on, |I'Il show you how to convert to Battle Arnor node. Or maybe
you're too frightened of the Invid, huh?"

"Hey, pal, you go ahead and wage your one-man war. This Cyclone's fine as is," Rand
snapped. "See you around," he added, giving a twist to the throttle and pulling out ahead of
Scott.

In a moment Scott cane up al ongsi de agai n.

"Make up your mnd-you headed to the city or not?"

Scott nmade a gesture of nonchal ance. "I'mjust headed where |'m headed, that's all."

"Well, get off ny tail!" Rand shouted, |owering his goggles. He popped the front wheel and
accel erated out front.

Scott did the sane, and the two of themtoyed with each other for several m nutes,
alternating the lead. By now they had entered the shoul derl ess downhill portion of the highway,
and Rand was nursing sone m sgivings about playing chicken with a dude who was decked out in
arnor. Neverthel ess, he stuck by the offworlder, racing himinto a wide turn where the roadway
di sappeared around the shoul der of the nmountain. Neither of them saw the convoy of trucks headed
for the pass until it was alnpst too late. The driver of the | ead vehicle-an opencabbed eight-
wheel er-1 eaned on his horn and | ocked up the brakes, throwing the transport into zigzags. The
Cycl ones, neanwhile, were also | ocked up, sliding sideways down the narrow road. Rand, on the
i nside, saw a col |l apsed portion of an earthen wall and went for it, ranping his bike up to the
hi gh ground. Scott, however, kept to the road, dangerously close to the drop-off now, and brought
the Cyclone to a halt a neter fromthe truck's front grille

The driver, a long-haired rube wearing a tall brimed hat, waved his fist in the air. "Ya
rogue- sonebody coul da got killed!"

"Sorry about that," Scott told himoffhandedly. "Look, we need sone information-"

"Wait a minute!" the driver cut Scott off, eyeing himup and down. "You're a soldier! What
are you doi ng out here?"

Scott reveal ed just enough to satisfy the driver's curiosity. "I'mlooking for others who
may have bailed out. Have you cone across anyone?" Scott saw the man give a start, then avert his
gaze.

"Nope. No one...But lemre give you a free piece of advice," the driver answered him
throwing the truck into forward gear. "You' re gonna w sh you never canme back!"

Scott | egged the Cyclone off to one side, calling out for an explanation as the truck
roared off. The other drivers in the convoy regarded Scott warily fromthe cabs of their trucks as
they | unbered by, but no one said a word until a young boy in the back of the final one yelled
out: "Hey, mister, don't tell anyone who you are or you'll be in deep trouble!"

Scott thought he would hear nore, but the truck's headbanded el der put a hand over the
boy's mouth. "Don't talk to that man," he threatened the Kkid.

Rand wat ched the convoy di sappear around the bend and saw Scott's gesture of puzzl enent.
"You conming or not?" the of fworlder asked hi m suddenly. Rand thought about it for a nonent while
Scott took off down the road. All his instincts told himto follow the trucks, but ultimately he
coasted down the incline and set out to catch up with Scott; after all, somebody had to keep the
guy fromsticking his nose where it didn't bel ong.

In the trees at the edge of the roadway, the red optic scanner of an Invid Scout rotated
slightly to track the rider's swift departure...

"Ken, please come with ne!" Annie was shouting. "I'll be good for you, | promise! | |ove
you! You pronised you'd stay with nme!"

He was draggi ng her down the road now, his hands underneath her arns. They were a good
half mle fromthe causeway checkpoints already, and Annie was still causing a scene. Finally he
dropped her on her butt.

"Whaddaya want from me-you want ne to leave ny fanmly and friends?"

She | ooked up at himand said, "Yes."

Ken bent down eye to eye with her. "Look, | knowit seens bad right now, but you'll find
sonmebody to take care of you."
"Don't worry about ne!" she yelled in his face as she got up. "I can find nmy own way

around. Men are a dine a dozen for soneone |like ne." Then suddenly she was all over himagain:
"Pl ease, Ken!"

Ken shook her off, sending her down to the ground on her knees. Fed up, he began to wal k
back to the checkpoint. Ten steps away, however, he turned at the sound of approachi ng vehicles.
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Scott and Rand were just coming around a bend in the tree-lined road. They halted their Cyclones
where Annie sat crying. Ken took one | ook at the cycles and saw a sweet deal in the making. He
went over to themwith a gleamin his eye.

Closest to Annie, Rand was asking, "Wat's the matter, kid, are you hurt?"

She | ooked up, surprised, and told himin no uncertain terns that she wasn't a kid. "So,
beat it!"

Ken anbl ed up and gestured appreciatively at Scott's mecha. "Nice wheels, rogue." Ken
smled. "Wiere'd you forage 'enf"

"I'" m Commander Bernard of Mars Division," Scott said when he had raised the hel net
faceshield. "I'mlooking for other survivors of nmy unit."

Ken gl anced over at Rand and stepped back. "You're for real, then-soldiers, | nean."

"Have you seen any of the others?"

"Cone with ne," Ken said after a noment, already setting off for the causeway.

Scott was suddenly full of hope. "They're here?"

"And you can cone, too, Annie," Ken added w thout turning around.

Anni e's eyes opened wide. "I take back what | said.” She hurried to catch up with himand
attached herself to his armlovingly.

Rand and Scott exchanged | ooks and brought the Cycl ones back to life. "Wat's the chance
of landing some belly tinber?" Rand wanted to know. "W've got trade goods."

"Follow nme," Ken told him

Anni e beaned. "You've nmade nme so happy, Ken." She went up on tiptoe to kiss himon the
nmout h.

Ken whi sked them through the checkpoint and escorted them al ong the causeway that led to
the main island. It was a picturesque spot for a city, Rand had to admt: a crystal-blue |ake
surrounded by forested hills. But there was anple evidence of the war's hold over the place-the
scorched and rusted hul ks of Zentraedi battlecruisers, downed Adventurers, Falcons, and Bioroids.
He noticed that there was a second island, accessible only fromthe main one, and that it, too,
was host to a densely packed cluster of tall, nostly ruined buildings, rubble, and debris heaped
up in the streets. Up close the city was sonewhat |less than inspiring, literally a shell of its
fornmer self, but so far they hadn't been searched, hassl ed, or otherw se bad-vibed, and Rand was
begi nning to wonder where all those runors had cone from

"These are Robotech sol diers!" Ken announced to the sullen-faced people huddl ed i nside the
bui | di ngs, postapocal ypse cave dwellers in high-rise cliffs of slagged steel and fractured
concrete. "They were with the forces who have returned to Earth to rid us of the Invid." No one
nmoved, no one returned a word. There was only the slight howing of the wind and the steady throb
of the Cyclones' engines. "They're | ooking for |ost nmenbers of the assault group. I'mgoing to
take themover to the other island.”

Ken turned a wan smile to Scott and Rand. "As you can see, fol ks around here aren't used
to strangers,"” he said by way of apology. "They're always a bit suspicious at first, but don't
worry about it. They'll soon get used to you."

Scott, Rand, and Annie followed Ken's lead to the causeway linking the main island with
its twn.

"There it is." Ken pointed. "If any of your conrades have cone through here, they'll have
been taken over to the other island."

"Thanks a lot for your help, Ken," Scott said.

Ken di sengaged his hand from Annie's two-fisted lock on it. "Wiy don't you show t hem over
the causeway while | go talk to the Elders about your staying here?"

Anni e called out to himas he was wal ki ng away.

"Yes?" he said inpatiently, not bothering to turn around.

"Bye- bye, sweet things"

"And don't forget that food!" Rand thought to add.

Anni e nade an el aborate gesture, then | aughed. "Now, if you gentlenen will just follow

ne. ..
Rand chuckl ed and patted the rear seat of the Cyclone. "Hop on," he told her. "It'lIl be

f un.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Invid Regis ruled her enpire fromReflex Point (located in what was once the United States of
Anerica, specifically the Indiana-Chio frontier); but there was scarcely a region w thout one or
two | arge hives (except the poles and vast uninhabited tracts in Asia and Africa). In this way her
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Scouts were always about, with Enforcers (a.k.a. Shock Troopers) not far behind. Brazilas was no
different fromother northern regions in that it was effectively an occupied zone. Like Vichy
France of the Second World War, each town had its synpathizers and resistance fighters; but the
former far outnunbered the latter, and it was not unconmon to encounter gruesone and ghastly acts
of betrayal and butchery undertaken in the nane of self-survival

Bl oom Nesterfig, Social Organization of the Invid

As Rand hinself would |ater wite:

"There was sonething about Ken's telling Annie to | ead us across the causeway that hit ne
like a cold wind, but for sonme reason | just turned ny back to it. Scott's innocent enthusiasm had
sonmething to do with this. Psyched about seeing sone of his friends, he was off in a flash, the
Cyclone's rear end chirping a quick good-bye to me and the kid. So | told her to clinb on and
foll owed Scott's carefree course, Annie | aughing and hanging on for dear life while |I goosed the
mecha into a | ong gol dcard wheelie.

"The bridge was a sinple affair, a flat span no nore than fifteen feet wide and a quarter
nmle long, its plastar surface every bit as holed and bellied as the rest of Laako's streets. The
causeway seened to bisect the island's stand of colorless truncated towers, which rose before us
Iike sone ruined vision of the future, an enerald without its shine. Beyond it, a ridge of green
hills and a soft-1ooking autum sky.

"Scott was a block or two ahead of ne when we hit the island, and tal k about your |owrent
downt own. . .the place | ooked as though it had seen sone intense fighting with conventional weapons
as well as the usual Robo upgrades. Scott had slowed his cycle to a crawl and was using the
nmecha's externals to broadcast our arrival

"*This is Comnmander Bernard of the Twenty-first Arnored Tactical Assault Squadron,' his

voice rang out. “I'mlooking for any Mars Division survivors. |If you can hear ny voice, please
respond...ls anybody there? | just want to talk!""
“Annie and | | ooked around but didn't see anyone noving. | would have been happy to see

sonme nore of those sunken-eyed citizens we had seen on the other side, but suddenly even those
shadowy cliff dwellers were in short supply. Up ahead, Scott was stopped near a pile of trashed
mecha, a perverse war nenorial conplete with Veritechs, Battl epods, Hovertanks, and Bioroids,
arms, |egs, and cannon nuzzles fused together in a kind of death-affirmng scul pture. | cane up
behind himand toed the Cyclone into neutral. W were on a snmall rise above the causeway, Scott
off to ny left, staring at the junk heap with a kind of norbid fascination

"Then we saw t he Cycl ones."

"And the bodies."

"You couldn't ride the wastes in those days and be a stranger to death, and |ike everyone
| had seen ny fair share of Human remains, but there were fresh kills in the heap, and it was
obvi ous what had happened.”

"“This isn't any junk pile!" | heard Scott say. "It's a goddamm graveyard!"'"

"Anni e gave a start and hugged herself to ny back. "Wat's it nmean?' she cried, panic
already in her voice."

"Scott glanced over at us, his face all twisted up. "It neans | snell a rat and it's got
your boyfriend' s face!'"

All at once we heard a deep whirring noise acconmpani ed by sounds of nechanica
di sengagenent. | | ooked back toward the causeway in tine to see it give a shudder, then begin a
slow retraction toward the main island. But | was nore puzzled than alarned. |1'd al ready seen
Scott leap that necha of his twice the distance to the island, so our being able to get off this
one alive only neant that | was going to be learning the secrets of Cyclone reconfiguration in
spite of nyself. Mreover, | couldn't figure why Ken needed to resort to such el aborate plans to
rid Laako of intruders.

"I think Scott nust have been way ahead of ne on this one, because he didn't seem at al
surprised when two Invid suddenly surfaced in the |ake. Annie's pounding ne on the back, shouting,
"W gotta get outta here!' and Scott is just sitting silently on the Cyclone taking in the
situation like he's got all the time in the world. 1'll always remenber the | ook on his face at
that nmoment-and | woul d have reason to recall it often during the follow ng nonths. | thought to
nmysel f: The eye of the storm"”

"Two nore Invid were now headi ng our way fromup the street, |oom ng over us, pincers
gleaming |ike knives caught in the Iight, the ground shaking fromtheir footfalls. These weren't
Scout s but Shock Troopers, the |arger, neaner version whose shoul der-npunted organicl ooki ng
cannons gave them a wi de-eyed anphi bi ous | ook. The | ake creatures had subnerged, only to reappear
behi nd us, rising up through the plastar streets and putting a radical end to thoughts of escape
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In a noment the four were joined by a fifth, who had al so taken the subterranean route."

"I felt conpelled to point out that we were surrounded, and Scott said, "~Take off!' Wich
I was all for. | spun the cycle around ny left foot and was gone, Scott not two | engths behind ne,
his Cyclone |l aunched fromthe street by an overhead pincer slamthat nearly flattened him Later
Anni e apol ogi zed for the fingernail prints she left in my upper arnms, but at that nonent | was
feeling no pain."

"l had what | thought was the presence of nmind to head for the narrower streets, but the
Troopers were determned to have us for lunch; their |eader, airborne now, sinply used its
shoul ders to power a wi der upper-story path between the buil dings."

"“How d they find us!" Annie was yelling into ny left ear.”

"“Your boyfriend, Ken,' | told her. "He delivered us right into their claws.' But she
didn't want to hear it. \Wo-Ken?"

"“He'd never do anything like that-never!""

"It wasn't really a good tinme for an argunment, though. The Troopers were sticking to us
li ke magnets, firing off bursts of plasma fire. The fact that | had seen what those annihilation
di scs could do to a Human body was probably responsible for the chancy noves | nade on the
Cyclone. But the nenory of those liquid renmains paid off, because | got us through the first
stretch unscathed. Then, after we had taken them around one bl ock, down an alleyway, and through
hal f a dozen nore right angles, Scott told nme to get the kid out of there; he was going Battle
Arnmor to lure them away. Scott was nothing if not noble. But | couldn't resist getting another
| ook at that reconfiguration act, and caught some flack for it."

"“What're you | ooking at?' Scott berated ne over the externals. “Get noving!'"

"“Anni e seconded this with a couple of cleanly placed kidney shots. So Scott and | parted
conpany at a T intersection, and the next thing | heard was a nassive exchange of cannonfire and a
series of crippling explosions. But the Invid had done their part in sticking to Scott's tail, and
Annie and | were in the clear for the noment."

"I pulled the bike over and told her to hop off. There was no way | was going to let Scott
take all the heat; | just had to get nmy Cyclone to reconfigure, battle arnor or not. Trouble was,
the damm thing woul dn't respond. | thunbed the switch above the starter button, but nothing
happened, so | started flipping switches left and right, cursing the thing for being so obstinate.
Annie, the little darling, stood by ne, hands behind her head, taunting ne and telling me in no

uncertain terns to hurry the hell up. O course, | have since learned that that is precisely what
you don't do with a piece of mecha, but what did this basically backwoods | oner know about necha
then? I just kept jiggling this, pounding that, turning the other, and all of a sudden I found

mysel f flat on ny back in the seat, the Cyclone grotesquely reconfigured, with both wheels behind
it now, its nose kissing the street."

"Anni e was kind enough not to laugh in ny face; she turned aside first. And | did
sonething brilliant-like Ieap off the cycle and try to place kick it into the |ake-which only
resulted in an injury to my foot to match the one already sustained by ny pride."

"But now Anni e was shouting and pointing up at sonething. Scott, in full battle arnor, had
taken to the buttressed top of a building a few bl ocks away. One nminute he was standing there |ike
sonme sort of rooftop Robostatue, and the next he was playi ng dodge-the-pl asnma-Frisbees. | saw him
drop into that annihilation disc stormand execute one of those Bernard bounces that carried him
out of sight, just short of the explosions that turned the building into a chimey, flanmes roaring
up fromits blasted roof, black parabol as of slagged stuff in the sky."

"Meanwhi l e, | had worked through ny frustration and managed to get the necha back into
Cycle node. Annie still wanted to know why the thing wouldn't change. | started to explain about
the arnor and “thinking cap,' and the next thing | knew she was running off toward the causeway."

"“I'mgonna go and find Ken and get himto tell me once and for all why he went and sold
us out to the Invid!' she yelled after | tried to get her to stop. 'If you don't like it-tough!""

"I had to admit that |I was thinking along those very sanme lines, but Annie's timng left a
lot to be desired. And since |I didn't relish the thought of finding that pink backpack of hers

dangling froma bloody pincer, | threw the Cyclone into gear and went after her. | reached out,
and she swatted nmy hand away, telling me to get lost. Angry now, | decided | would just scoop her
up in ny left armand put an end to the foolishness, but | misjudged both nmy course and her

wei ght. No sooner did ny armgo around her waist than | was pulled fromthe nmecha. Wrse still, we

were right alongside an open freight elevator; and down we went, eight feet or nore, woul d-be
opponents wapped in each other's arns.”

"I blacked out for a noment; perhaps we both did. But Annie cane around first and laid
into ne as though | had just tried to naul her. | cane to with her shouting: “Get off of ne, you
nonster! You dirty Forager sleaze! You're all alike!'" She heaved ne off her and scranbled up out
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of the shaft with a ninbl eness and speed that surprised me. By the tinme | poked my head out, she
was nowhere in sight. But | heard her rummagi ng around in a nearby pile of necha scrap, stil
cursing men in general, nme in particular. When | saw her cone up with an ol df ashi oned automati c
rifle, | started having second thoughts about showi ng nyself. Fortunately, she was only interested
in enptying the thing's clip against the already devastated facade of a building across the
street. Then she tossed the depleted thing aside and dove back down into the scrap heap

Meanwhil e, | was wondering what had becone of Scott and whether the Invid would hone in on Annie's
gunfire. When | | ooked over at her again, she was westling an antitank weapon up onto her
shoul der. "

"“Watch where you point that thing!' | started to warn her. "It mght be-'"

"And it was."

"The snmall missile nearly put a center part in my hair, then changed trajectory and
detonat ed agai nst the side of the building."

"Alittle to the right and she woul d have connected with the Invid who was just stepping
around that sanme corner."

"I ran for the overturned Cycl one, hopped on, and darted over to pick up Annie, who now
had control of the weapon. She |ocated another missile and | aunched it agai nst the approaching
Shock Trooper. | backed her up with Scorpions fromthe front-end | aunch tubes of the Cycl one, but
neither of us managed to connect with a soft spot in the thing's shell, and it kept up its
menaci ng advance. Annie screaned and made a run for it, not a second before the creature's right
cl aw cane down at her; the tip of its bladelike pincer swept the pack from her back and ri pped
open the junpsuit neck to waist but |left her otherw se untouched. But the nearness of the bl ow
paral yzed her; | saw her reach back, finger the tear, and collapse to her knees."

“"Meanwhil e, | had problens of my own. The Invid had turned its attention to ne and fired
of f several discs, one of which blew the Cyclone out fromunder ne and threw ne a good fifteen
feet fromthe blast. My back was to its advance now, but one |ook at Annie's shocked face told ne
everything | needed to know. "

"“Heeel p!' she was screanm ng. 'Anyone!'"

"But there was sonething else in nmy line of sight as well: a glint across the | ake,
sunshi ne on gl eanming netal. And even as ny head was going down to the street in a gesture of
surrender and ultinmate indifference-some part of my warped m nd wondering what that giant cloven
foot or pincer was going to feel like-1 knew Annie's call had been heard."

"Afigure in red Cyclone battle armor |aunched itself across the | ake and cane down at the
end of the street, hopping in for a rescue, dodging one, two, then three explosive blasts fromthe
I nvid Shock Trooper. | saw the soldier return fire fromthe rifle/cannon portion of the arnor's
right armand heard the Invid take a direct hit and cone apart."

"The sol di er put down behind ne as | rolled over, Annie oohing and ahhing nearby, just in
time to see Scott appear at the other end of the street with three Invid on his tail. He dropped
one for the crowd and took off out of sight, the other two closing on him | got up, hand
shielding ny eyes, and tried to follow the fight. Overhead now, Scott blasted a second Invid, then
swooped in | ow and ass-backward to finish off the last. | saw himsight in on the Trooper, then
| oose the shot. It tore into one of the Invid' s hemispheric cranial protrusions, |oosing fire and
smoke fromthe hole."

"Scott was thrown backward by the missile' s kick and |l anded on his butt not ten feet in
front of us-Annie, me, and the nysterious red Cycloner. The Invid came in on residuals, mmcking
Scott's undignified approach with one of its own, and inmediately fell face forward to the street,
a sickly green fluid spewing fromits wound, its outstretched pincer trapping and nearly m ncing
poor Annie. Scott had explained that the fluid was a kind of nutrient derived fromthe Flowers of
Life, but | had yet to see exactly what it was that the stuff was keeping alive! Scott, his
faceshield raised, turned to thank the red who had cone to our aid. But it was obvi ous he had seen
sonething | hadn't, because he stopped in mdsentence, as though questioning what he was seeing."

"And Red bounded off without a word."

"At the sane tine, Annie was crying for help, and Scott went over to her, lifting the
pi ncer enough to allow the pale and shaken kid to craw free. What a picture she made, kneeling
there in the dirt, tears cascading down her face, her torn junpsuit hangi ng off her shoul ders."

"“I'"'mso sorry,' she wailed. "This is all ny fault."'"

"Scott didn't say anything; he sinmply wal ked over to the fallen Invid and regarded it-
analytically, | thought, as though he had seen those things bleed before."

"I was sitting on the engine cover of ny overturned Cyclone feeling twenty years ol der and
wonder i ng what had happened to solo riding."

"W did what we could,' | told Scott. "But it just wasn't enough
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"Anni e said, Now what are we going to do, Rand?'"
"And Scott and | exchanged | ooks, remenbering Ken and the other island..."

"We found Annie's knapsack, and | did what | could to sew up the tear in her junpsuit. The
causeway had been reextended to conplete the span between the islands; Scott figured that Ken and
the others had heard the explosions and realized they were going to have to deal with us one way
or another. This was pretty nmuch the case. Ken said, "I'mglad you made it,' when he saw us cycle
in. But Annie wasn't buying it; she | eaped off the rear seat, even before | had brought the
Cyclone to a halt, and whacked Ken across the face forcefully enough to spin himaround. He gave
us a brief over-the-shoul der | ook and deci ded he had better take it or he would have us com ng
down on himas well.

"He asked Annie to forgive him and frankly, | was surprised by the sincerity he managed
to dredge up. "I only did it to save the others,' he explained. 'If we stood up to the Invid, all
the people in Laako would suffer for it. The way things are, we get by all right.""

"Fire in his eyes, Scott disnmounted, took off his helnmet, and wal ked over to Ken. "So you
feed potential troublemakers to the Invid to save your own skins,' he grow ed."

“I"'mnot sure what woul d have happened next if a crowd of Laako's citizenry hadn't
appeared. "

"“You got that right, soldier!' their |eader told Scott."

"They were only a dozen strong, nmen, wonen, and children, and they were unarmed; but there
was an attitude of defiance about themthat rattled us. The rest of the audience was glaring down
at us fromtheir cells in those shells of buildings."

"“You've got to | eave here!' the man continued. "I'msorry, but we don't want any soldiers
inthis town. So get out-now'"

"I had to hand it to the guy. He wasn't especially large or well built, and his gl asses
and workman's blues gave hima kind of paternal |ook; but here he was standing up to an of fworl der
in Cyclone battle arnor. | thought Scott would take the poor man apart; instead, | heard him
| augh. "

"“Well, was it sonething we said?" Scott asked."

"“There is nothing funny about the situation, young man,' the man responded angrily. ~1 am
in deadly earnest. Nobody here even wanted your Robotech Expeditionary M ssion to begin wth, and
if it wasn't for you soldiers, this planet would still be living in peace! Now, get out! Save your
rescues for somewhere else!'"

"I winced at hearing this, knowing the man had gone too far. Scott stepped into the guy's
face, shouting back: Wiy you...Don't you realize that without any kind of resistance, you've got
no hope?!""

"“We know,' Ken chimed in frombehind Scott. “But we still want you to | eave.'"

"“Terrific,' Scott snarled. “You're going to sit back and relax and let the Invid rule
over you and the entire planet-'"

"'Fighting the Invid will aggravate the whole situation!' the crowd | eader interrupted.
"All we want is a peaceful life. Wat difference does it nake who's at the top-sonme corrupt
Council or the Invid? There's no such thing as freedom'"

"The man rmust have caught a whiff of his own words, because all of a sudden he was soft-
spoken and rational. “Look, anybody who hasn't seen it our way has already left. So will you
pl ease go?'"

"I had heard the same speech so often that | hardly paid any attention to it, but you just
didn't go throwing the reality of the situation into the face of a guy who had cone hal fway across
the galaxy to fight your battles for you. Before |I could open ny nouth, Scott had grabbed the guy
by the shirtfront and was ready to split his head open."

"I told Scott to | eave himalone. After all, in their own way they were right: They had
peaceful lives, even without the so-called freedons that were so inportant thirty years ago.
Besi des, nothing Scott or | could say or do was going to change the way they felt."

"*Look around you,' | told Scott."

"He did, and the truth of it seemed to sink in some. He shoved the nman aside and spat in
the street. "I don't believe what |'m w tnessing here,' he rebuked the crowd. "You people nmake ne

sick! You think I'"'mthe only one fighting the Invid? Wll, there are plenty of others. People who
aren't ready to roll over and play dead, understand?' "

"The crowd | ooked at himpityingly. He donned his helnet, nmounted the Cyclone, and took
off without a word to any of us."

"I felt that | had to back Scott up and nade sonme kind of silly speech about selling out
strangers, but it all fell on deaf ears. Except Annie's."
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"*That goes for nme, too,' she told the crowd. | wouldn't want to live in this rotten town
anyway.' Wth that, she threw herself onto the cycle's rear seat and told ne to “let 'er rip.""

"Anni e hugged herself to ne for all it was worth, and | could al nost feel her tears
through nmy shirt. But when | asked if she was okay, she said she would make it all right. | was
certain she had known worse nonments in her life..."

"When we caught up with Scott, | asked about his plans."

"* Sormehow or other |'ve got to find Reflex Point,'" he yelled w thout bothering to | ook
over at nme.

"He had nentioned this when we first net and once or tw ce since but had never explai ned
its meaning. ~You keep talking about this place as if it's the nost inportant thing in the
world.""

"1t is," Scott threw back sternly, and accel erated out front."

"There was somet hing about his attitude that put nme off, or maybe | was just hoping for an
argunment that would split us up and return me to my solo riding. | said, "You know what your
problemis? You don't know how to communi cate with people! Now that you ve had a taste of the old
honmewor| d, don't you think you'd be a | ot happier back in space with your girlfriend? "

"His silence told ne I'd gotten to him"

"“Lay off,' he snapped back, accelerating again. 'Murlene's dead.

"It literally stopped nme cold in my tracks."

"“He never told you?' Annie said as we watched Scott di sappear over a rise up ahead."

"“Not one word about it," | munbled. It explained a | ot about Scott's behavior, his
obsession with waging this one-man war of his..."

"1 know how he feels,' Annie was saying. ~Being the wonman so nmany nen dream of, and yet
so unlucky in love, has nmade ne very sensitive to this sort of thing."'"

"I didn't know whether she was trying to make ne |augh or what, but her comment succeeded
in lightening my spirits. Then she slammed ne on the back: “Hey, conme on! W're gonna | ose Scott
if we don't get a nmove on!'"

"I asked her if she was sure about |eaving Ken behind, and she nade a face."

"“Uh-huh. | have a feeling ny next lover's going to be nmy last. Now, |let's get noving,
Rand! "' "

"She pounded her tiny fists against my back again, and we were gone."
CHAPTER FI VE

Mom was, as they used to say at the turn of the century, one tough broad. She was the nost
respected nmenber of the Blue Angels, and even after her falling out with Rony and her flight from
Cavern City, her nanme was adopted by only those riders who shot for the narrows, and scraw ed on
many a wal | .

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

It wasn't rmuch of a town-strictly Main-Street frontier, run-down and dirty-and it wasn't nuch of a
bar, but at least the place offered cold beer (even if it was locally brewed and bitter-tasting),
shade, and a singer backed by a decent pickup band.

After all of the battles are over
After all of the fighting is done

WI1l you be the one

To find yourself alone with your heart
Looki ng for the answer?

Rook Bartley lifted her glass and toasted the singer. The song was soft and downbeat, just
what she needed to ease herself into the blues, trip through menories she couldn't do anything
about .

Rook took a | ook around the place over the rimof her nmug. It was dimy lit and poorly
ventilated but surprisingly clean and tidy for a joint in the wastes. There was the usua
assortment of types, Foragers nostly, keeping to thenselves in the corners, nursing drinks and
private thoughts. A couple or two wapped around each other on the cleared space that passed for a
dance floor. And several bad boys on the upper tier, boots up on the table, nidnight shades. Rook
judged they were locals fromthe way they were scanning the roomfor action, your basic rough
trade feeling safe on the barren piece of turf they had secured for thensel ves. Rook returned to
her drink, uninpressed.

She was a petite and shapely eighteen-year-old with a mane of strawberry-blond hair and a
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face that nore than one nman had fallen in love with. She was wearing a red and white short-sl eeved
bodysuit that hugged her in all the right places. It was set off by forearm sheaths, a blue
utility belt, and boots, an outfit styled to match the necha she rode, a red Cycl one she had
liberated froman arnory just after her split fromthe Blue Angels, the assault by the Snakes..

When it feels like tomorrow will never cone
When it seens like the night will not end

Can you pretend

That you're really not al one?

You're out here on your own (Lonely sol dier boy)
You're out here on your own (Lonely sol dier boy)

Rook settled back in her chair to study the group's |ead singer, a rocker well known in
the wastes who called herself Yell ow Dancer. The song had taken an unanticipated |eap to four-
four, guitar and keyboards wailing, and Yell ow was off to one side of the |ow stage, clapping in
time and allowing the band their monent in the spots. She was tall and rather broad-shoul dered,
Rook thought, but attractive in a way that appeal ed to nen and wonen both. Her hair was |ong but
shagged, tinted slightly lavender and held by a green | eather band that chevroned in the center of
her forehead. Yellow s stage clothes were not at all el aborate-punps, tight-fitting slacks, and a
strapless top trinmed in purple-but were well suited to her tall frame and flattering to her
figure.

Yel | ow st epped back to the mike to acknow edge the appl ause. She was nodest and smiling
until one of the bad boys decided to change the tenpo sonmewhat.

"Hey, baby face!" he called out, getting up fromthe table and approaching the stage. "M
and ny friends don't like your nmusic. It stinks, y' hear?"

Rook had expected as much. It was the one with the pointed chin and w aparound sungl asses,
the apparent gang | eader. He was wearing tight jeans tucked into suede shin boots and a short-
sl eeve shirt left unbuttoned.

"It's garbage, it ain't nusic," he insulted the singer

Rook wondered how Yell ow woul d handle it; the pickup band were | ocals, as was nost of the
room No one was exactly rising to her defense, but neither was she showi ng signs of concern

"Well, why don't you just give these people a sanple of what you consider rmusic?" she
taunt ed back.

Sone of the crowd found the conmeback anusing, which only nanaged to put Yellow s critic on
the spot. Rather than risk nmaking a fool of hinself, he decided to teach her a quick |Iesson and
stepped forward swinging a lightning right.

"Il give "ema sanple,” he said at the sane tine.

But Yell ow was even faster; still nmintaining her place, she ducked to the left, |eaving
vacuum i n her wake. The rogue's armsail ed clean through not hi ngness, wapping itself around the
m ke stand, and threw him conpletely off balance. The crowd how ed, and Yell ow sniled. But in that
instant, her assailant recollected hinmself, turned, and caught her across the face with an open-
hand | eft.

Yel | ow s head snapped back, but not for long. She countered with a right, open-hand al so
but hooked a bit to bring her nails into play. The man took the blow full force to his tenple and
cheek; his glasses were knocked askew, and bl ood had been drawn.

"Now we're even," she said to the | eader, whose back was still turned to her. But she now
had the rest of the gang to answer to as well; they had left their tables and were approaching her
threateningly. "How about calling it quits, fellahs?" she told them "Tag-teamwestling isn't
schedul ed until Saturday night, and we wouldn't want to ness up the program would we?"

Rook had to | augh; either she knew what she was doing or she was one of those who got her
ki cks facedown. Rook had reason to believe it was the forner, however. Yellow was set |ike an
upsprung trap, her legs slightly bent, her fists clawed. At the same tine, she was keeping an eye
on the one she had al ready wounded and was nore than ready for hi mwhen he pounced.

"You little witch!" the man snarled. "I"Il kill you!"

He nmoved in and swng a roundhouse left with little of the lightning that had
characterized his first swing and none of the anbival ence of the second. But once again, Yellow
was | eft untouched, and the nonentumcarried the man off the stage, practically into the arns of
hi s henchmen.

“I'"ve enjoyed our little dancing | esson," Yellow joked, backing away sonewhat. "But if
it's all the same to you, this place is paying me to sing." Her eyes darted right and left,
plotting an escape if needed. "Of course, we can pick up where we left off after the show you
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coul d sure use some work on your fox-trot, you knowand if you're all nice boys, I'll teach you to
runba..."

The gang was closing in on her, and Rook was beginning to rethink her earlier evaluation
of Yell ow Dancer. \Whatever happened now, she had sone of it coning. Meanwhile the club owner had
appeared on the stage to intercede. But Rook had to | augh again, grog making it up into her nose
Not only was the dude pushing seventy, but he began his little speech by referring to Yellow s
opponents as gentl enmen!

"I'f you can't control yourselves,'
to have to ask you all to | eave!"

You and what arny, Rook said to herself, quoting the punch Iine of an old T sentrati joke.

One of the toughs, a nean-looking little guy in a nuscle shirt, had whi pped out a throw ng
knife during the old man's attenpted reprimand. He gave the knife a backhand toss now, sending it
whi zzi ng past the owner's head and straight into the plywod wall behind the stage.

"M nd your manners, G anps!" the youth cautioned.

Rook sighed tiredly, swallowed the last two drops of her drink, and stood up fromthe

he continued, his white nustache tw tching, "I'm going

tabl e.

"Boy, you guys sure have guts," she told the gathered gang nmenbers. They turned slowy
toward her as she knew they woul d, | ooks of disbelief on their faces. "Think you can handl e her
all by yoursel ves?"

Thi s brought i mediate catcalls and challenges fromthe rest of the room Rook smiled for
the audi ence's benefit and winked at the gang | eader. She had been through scenes like this too
often to count, and she knew the | eader's type as well as she knew hersel f. She was confident she
could take him and that would elimnate the need to go one on one with the others. Al she had to
do was go after the |leader's pride, and she had already made a good start in that direction..

"Bl ondi e, take ny advice and stay out of this or you'll be next," he warned her

Rook | ooked away nonchal antly. "Maybe if two of you held her down while the others ran for
rei nforcenments...Then you m ght have a chance.”

The catcalls increased in volune and originality. Even the | eader cracked an appreciative
smle. He steadied his shades and gave Rook the once-over. "A conedi an." He sneered. "Too bad for
you |'ve got such a poor sense of hunor, 'cause |'m gonna make you sorry you ever wal ked in here."

The nasty little knife thrower produced a second shiv, but the | eader notioned hi mback
"She's mne," he told his boys, and |l aunched hinself into a charge.

Rook had plenty of time to prepare and position herself; plus she had already sized up the
guy's strengths and weaknesses. He was conming at her full force, yelling at the top of his lungs,
hi s hands at shoul der height slightly out front. On the balls of her feet now, Rook dropped
herself into a crouch and brought her right armin front of her face, elbow pointed outward. When
the | eader was within range, she tw sted back, then sprang up and took her shot, catching the nan
square in the larynx.

Instantly, he went down on his knees, hands clutching his throat. "You alnmost killed ne,"
he managed to rasp

"Well, come at ne again and let's see if | can get it right this tine," Rook answered him
The roomwas full of applause and cheers by now, even sone of the gang nmenbers were

| aughi ng.
Rook heard Yell ow Dancer say, "I think the baboon's overnmatched," just before the |eader

grow ed and shouted, "Stop | aughing!"”
Then the knife wielder started to nove in..

Qutside the bar, two Cyclones were added to the long row of cycles and various hybrid
vehicles that lined the town's nmain street. Scott and Rand gl anced at the cycles and at the bar
and traded questioning | ooks.

"Shall we go in?" Rand asked.

Scott shrugged and renoved his helmet. "Wat've we got to | ose?"

"That's not what | wanted to hear," Rand started to say, but Annie was already off the
Cycl one and headi ng for the door.

"Come on, Rand. |I'mdry enough to spit cotton."

Rand exhal ed forci bly and di smounted wondering just how he had |let things get so out of
hand. Just one nore town, he had told hinself. A place where he could feel all right about |eaving
Anni e and saying a final farewell to Scott. Then it was going to be back to solo riding and the
open road. But that had been three days and several towns ago, not one of which suited his needs.
Nor did he have especially good feelings about this one. Two rows of ruined high-tech prefabs
split by the northern highway and squeezed between the stone walls of an arid canyon, the place
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had a filthy, forlorn ook to it. It seemed as though the town had surrendered | ong before the
Invid' s arrival.
"They could at |east clean the place up,” Rand said to Scott now. "Bunch of |azy slobs...

"You country boys do things differently, | suppose," Scott said in a patronizing way.
Rand scowl ed. "At |east we have enough sel f-respect to keep our hones from beconi ng
pigsties. You wonder why 1'd rather five off the |and, Scott? Well, |ook around."

"Ch, quit arguing, you two," Annie said, stepping through the barrooni s sw nging doors.
"This dunmp isn't so bad. What do you think they do for fun around here?"

Inside, the first thing that greeted their eyes was a knife fight.

An attractive young wonman in a red bodysuit was squaring of f against a nean-l|ooking youth
wi el di ng what | ooked |ike a hunting knife. Onlookers were cheering and of fering words of

encour agenent to both parties. On the roonis stage, a tall, lean female and a white-haired old nman
yelled for the fight to stop.
Scott stopped short. "It's her!?"

"Who?" said Annie.
"She's the one who hel ped us out the other day-the girl on the Cyclone!"

Rand's eyes went wide. "The girl on the Cyclone? Now you tell ne!...Wll what are we
waiting for? Let's go-"
"No, hold up a minute." Scott put his armout to restrain Rand. "I'm sure she can handl e

herself all right."

"But they'Il kill her," said Annie.

Scott shook his head. "No, | don't think so."

Rand decided that Scott might be right. The worman noved |i ke a dancer, dodging the youth's
every thrust and overhand, her blond hair twirling about her face. One of the other nen in the
crowd was urging the knifer on with threats of his own.

"Stop your prancin' around! Stick her, man! Stick her!"

But the woman wasn't about to |let that happen. She backed away wi th cal cul at ed
deli beration, turning and folding at just the right nonments. Rand coul d see that the rogue was
| osi ng patience and getting sloppy with his cover; he also noted that this was not |ost on the
worman in red. She set herself, legs wide, and waited for himto conme in. Sure enough, the youth
tried an over-the-top reverse and |l eft hinmself wi de open; the wonan spun out fromunder it and
conpl eted her turn with a roundhouse kick that nailed himacross the face, throw ng hi magai nst
one of the tables. The knifer went down as the table coll apsed under him but a second man, a
| arge, dark-skinned tough wearing an earfl apped cap, caught the woman from behind in a ful
nel son. She tried to struggle free but found herself overpowered. At the sane tinme a third nmenber
of the gang sauntered in and took the knife fromhis fallen conrade. He tapped the tip of the
bl ade nmenaci ngly agai nst the woman's cheek

"You can say good-bye to that pretty face of yours, sister,” Rand heard the nan say.

Scott was already stepping in, as was the femal e singer, who had started to grab for the
knife stuck in the wall behind the stage. But Rand noved qui cker than both of them He swept up a
heavy hal f-enpty goblet froma nearby table and hurled it, knocking the knife fromthe gang
| eader's hand. As the youth screanmed and dropped, holding his struck hand, Rand yelled, "Duck!"
and | aunched a second gl ass.

Rook saw this one headed her way and stretched herself thin in the larger man's hold, arns
fully extended as she slithered down. The glass hit the man in the face, and his hold on her
col | apsed; he was hol ding his nose and npani ng when Rook brought her boot down onto his instep and
turned away out of reach

“I"'mgonna kill you for that!" the man yelled. But when he took his hands away from his
face, he found hinself staring at Scott's drawn bl aster

"Get nmoving-all of you!" Scott told them

Weapons were a conmon enough sight in the waste, but a blaster was sel dom seen. Taken by
surprise, the gang nenbers began to back toward the sw nging doors. "You win this one, soldier,"
the | eader threw over his shoulder. "But the war's not over yet."

In a monent the sounds of revving and departing cycles filled the bar

Rook | ooked disdainfully at her rescuers; she recognized themas the three she had saved
froman Invid setup in Laako three days before. The redheaded one named Rand was eyei ng her
appreci ativel y.

"Why' d you have to butt in?" Rook said harshly, and left the bar

"Quess there's no pl easing sone people," Rand threw after her

"Swel | ed head!" said Annie, neking a face and gesturing.

"Vell, I"'mgrateful for your help," said a lilting voice.
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Rand turned and nearly fell over. It was Yellow Dancer! He hadn't recogni zed her before

and could hardly believe his eyes now "It can't be," he stamrered, unable to control his
excitement. "l've seen you at least twenty tines, but | never thought I'd get the chance..." He
turned and made a desperate lunge for a napkin and shoved it toward Yellow. "I knowit's silly,

but...it's for ny kid sister, you know?"

Yel |l ow smil ed knowi ngly. The bar owner took a pen fromhis jacket pocket and passed it to
her. "To your kid sister," said Yellow, chuckling. "As always..."

Anni e saw Scott's | ook of bew | dernent and said, "It's Yell ow Dancer. Haven't you ever
heard of her?"

Scott smiled thinly and shook his head.

"Boy, you're really out of it, Scott."

Scott ignored the conmment and turned to the owner. "That gang, who are they?"

The man shrugged. "The usual riffraff. Their kind seemto be just about everywhere
nowadays. "

"Yes, but what about the |ocal authorities-have you thought of asking themto do
sonet hi ng?"

Rand raised his eyes to the ceiling in a dranmatic gesture and turned away enbarrassed.

The manager stared at Scott a nonent, then said, "Mster, those are the |ocal
authorities."

CHAPTER SI X

Tirolian society-that is, the generation of Terrans that grew to manhood and womanhood under T.R
Edwards, Dr. Enmi| Lang, and to sonme extent (by proxy, as it were), Admral R ck and Conmander Lisa
Hunter-took a decidedly different course than its counterpart on Earth (under Chairnman Moran
Suprene Commander Leonard, et al.). Thanks to Edwards's chauvi nism bigotry, and undi sgui sed

nm sogyny, one would certainly have been hard pressed to encounter the likes of a Dana Sterling or
a Marie Crystal anmong the Tirolian contingent...Scott Bernard had been raised in such a milieu

and there were things, as well as attitudes, on Earth that he had never dreaned possible.

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

Ri ngo and his boys roared away fromthe bar and regrouped at the edge of town. Their cycles, one
outfitted with a sidecar, were well equipped with weapons, and it would have been sinple to bl ast
and torch the bar; but that wasn't really an option: Pops' had the col dest beer within three
hundred mles. So they decided to turn their frustrations agai nst any newconers who m ght wander
into town; a bit of the old ultraviolence, as it had once been called. Instead, however, they soon
found an even nore suitable target in the formof the ex-soldier naned Lunk, who had been in town
on and off for the past two nonths. Mdrre than once Ringo had attenpted to goad the man into a
fight with less than satisfying results. The attenpts had increased in frequency once Ri ngo found
out somet hing about Lunk's recent mlitary past, but still he was unable to push the man into a
hand-t o- hand confrontation.

But now, after his humliating run-in with the strangers in the bar, Ri ngo was in no nood
for subtlety or verbal provocation. No sooner had Lunk's battered six-wheel personnel carrier
| umbered by the gang's edge-of-town position than Ringo ordered his men into pursuit. There was
nothing like a little manhunting to pick you up when you were feeling down.

Lunk was twenty-five, a huge, barrel-chested man with al nost brutish facial features: a
wi de, prom nent chin, heavy-lidded, soulful eyes, and a broad, flat nose. He had let his hair grow
| ong these past few nonths and kept it out of his face with a yellow el astic headband. H s size
al one woul d have given nost nmen pause, but there was sonething soft and secretive about himthat
often all owed snaller aggressive types to feel they could have a free hand with him

One |l ook at Ringo's inpronptu roadside gathering and Lunk knew that he was in for it; he
told his conpanion, Kevin, to hang on and began to push the ancient APC along the town's nmain
street for all it was worth.

He coul d see four cycles in the carrier's circular outboard rearview nirrors now, Ringo's
men were opening up with handl ebar and faring-nounted weapons, toying with himas he swerved the
heavy vehicle left and right.

"How many of themare there?!'" Kevin asked in a panic fromthe shotgun seat.

"Too many!" Lunk yelled back as nachi ne-gun rounds fractured the mrrors.

Two rockets exploded in the street in front of the APC, and Lunk braked hard, |osing
control. The vehicle slid off the roadway and crashed into an enornous pile of debris that had
been 'dozed away froma fallen storefront. The inpact |eft Lunk and Kevin nonentarily stunned, but
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they qui ckly shook thensel ves out of it and scanpered out of the carrier's open top, taking
carel ess and crazed giant strides down the back side of the heap

Ri ngo and his boys threw their bikes into the pile with equal abandon, | aunching
t hensel ves over the top only to careen down the rear face, |aughing maniacally all the while. Lunk
and Kevin had taken an alleyway that led to the nain street, so Ringo ordered his gang to split
up, sending the sidecar cyclist one way and instructing the others to formup on his |ead.

Lunk wasn't aware of the trap until he saw the sidecar skid around a corner and head his
way. Turning, he heard Ringo and the rest of the bikes behind him He shoved Kevin toward the
debris-strewn sidewal k, hoping they would be able to nake it into one of the abandoned buil di ngs,
but at the sane nonent the sidecar driver gunned it and came down on them One of Ringo's gang-a
dar k- ski nned dude every inch as big as Lunk-1eaned out fromthe sidecar seat and nmade a grab for
Kevin. Lunk flattened hinsel f against the street, but Kevin sidestepped too late. Ringo's man
managed to get a handful of shirt and shoulder, and by the time Lunk | ooked up, Kevin was being
dragged down the street by the cycle.

Lunk heard him scream for help but could do nothing; Ringo's nen were accelerating toward
hi m now, shouting and yahooi ng. Lunk spun around and ran toward Pops' bar. Halfway there, the
sound of the cycles ringing in his ears, Lunk noticed that a group of nen and wonen were gathered
out front. And one of themwas raising a weapon of sone kind..

He dropped hinself into a tuck-and-roll seconds before the weapon fired. The round
i npact ed agai nst an unbraced section of heaped-up vehicles and necha parts and | oosed sone of it
into a slide. Lunk heard shouts and the squeal of brakes behind him One of the bikes went down,
sliding uncontrolled along the street with a rasping, scraping sound. Lunk reached Pops' just as
Ri ngo's cycle pulled up, but the gang | eader found hinself confronting the man with the weapon.

"You again," Lunk heard Ringo seethe. "You're really pressing your |uck, robby."

Hearing Ringo use the derisive slang termfor a Robotech soldier, Lunk turned to study his
rescuer. The nman was straddling a Cyclone and wearing a uniformw th patches Lunk coul dn't
identify. Nor was the weapon famliar.

"Put your hands where | can see them" the soldier told Ringo. "Now turn your cycles
around and get out of here. The party's over."

Ri ngo adjusted his dark glasses and flashed one of his infanous grins. "Have it your
way..." He | ooked over at Lunk. "If you wanna see your friend alive, conme on out to the ranch-if
you have the guts, that is!"

The three cycles roared off, and the soldi er asked about Lunk's friend. Lunk quickly
scanned the crowd: nostly locals he had seen before, but there were three or four he didn't
recogni ze. Two attractive wonen and sone carrot-topped kid. Another Cyclone rider. They were
staring at himexpectantly.

"Stay out of it," Lunk said, starting to walk off.

Spi der stepped out of the crowd; they had ridden together previously, Spider, Lunk, and
Kevi n. .

"Hey, Lunk, you're not going to just wal k away?" Spider said to himquestioningly. "W've
gotta go get 'im nan. W can't leave himwith R ngo!"

Lunk stopped, hung his head, then resuned his heavy steps.

"Wth a friend |like you, a guy doesn't need enemies," the soldier called out to the
del i ght of the crowd.

Lunk spun around, ashaned but angry; Spider and the others were still waiting.

"All right,” the soldier was saying, strapping on sonme sort of pectoral arnor. "Were's
this ranch? How far is it from here?"

"About five miles-" Pops started to say, but the soldier's younger conpanion interrupted.

"Hang on a minute, Scott," the redhead said. "You can't keep fighting everybody's battles
for them You think you' re going to whip the whole planet back into shape singl e-handed, and
think you're nuts!™

"I wouldn't advise tangling with Ri ngo, stranger,"”
ride on out of here."

But Scott didn't answer either of them He put his helnet on, started the Cyclone, and
wheelied off. A wonan in sinmlar arnor riding a red mecha foll owed him Lunk heard the soldier's
conpanion nmutter a curse and yell for Scott to slow down; then he angrily straddled his own
Cycl one and joi ned the others.

Pops added. "Just take our thanks and

"Lunk..." Spider said |eadingly.
Lunk spun around, a determined | ook on his face now. "All right, let's go."
"Real | y?"

"I won't let those buns nake a chunmp outta ne, Spider. Kevin's our friend, and we can't
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| eave himout there." Lunk turned to the crowd. "I need sone wheels. |'ve got scrip enough to rent
Cem "

"Take mne," said Pops, fishing keys out of his shirt pocket. "And don't worry about
payi ng ne, either."

Lunk caught the tossed chain, threw a thanks over his shoul der, and ran over to Pops'
olive-drab tri-wheel. Spider straddled the rear seat. Lunk noticed that the tall woman singer he
had seen once or twice in the bar was al so headed toward her vehicle. Meanwhile, the little kid
with the EET. cap was beside him introducing herself as Annie.

"Are you narried by any chance?" she asked Lunk.

Lunk's face twisted up in shock. "Wat, are you kiddin' ?"

Anni e threw open her arns and said, "You |lucky boy!" as Lunk rode off, a | ook of
bewi | dernent on his face. "The man of ny dreans," she added a nonent later, clinmbing into Yellow
Dancer's pink roll-barred jeep.

Scott's inmprovi sed posse of seven followed the road out of town to a turnoff that wound up
into the hills. They stopped once so that Scott and Rook could suit Rand up in Cyclone arnor and
run himquickly through the basics of nechanorphosis.

The ranch sat at the crest of a gentle rise near a wide streamthat nmade it one of the
choi cest spots in the district. It was enclosed by a rustic post-and-rail fence, and there were
patches of grass and a few beautiful old trees that had weathered nore storns, natural and
ot herw se, than anyone cared to guess. Scott and conpany rode in w thout cerenony and found
Ringo's gang waiting for themin the shade of an i nmense oak. There were five of them the knife-
wi el di ng punk, the hulk, and two others who had been with Ringo in the bar earlier that day. They
were all astride their bikes-the hulk in his usual sidecar seat-grouped close together in a
shal | ow arc, cycle weapons pointed outward. Kevin was behind them |ashed by thick rope to the
tree trunk.

Scott ordered his group to a haft two hundred yards fromthe tree. Ringo's group woul dn't
have stood a chance against the firepower of one Cyclone, let alone three, but it was obvious from
the start that Ringo wanted to go one on one with Lunk. Kevin's precarious position guaranteed
agai nst any Cyclone fireworks, so in a certain sense (as was al ways the case when hostages were
i nvol ved) Scott's position was the nore vul nerabl e one.

Lunk was aware of what was goi ng down and asked Spider to clinmb off the triple-wheeler. It
was likely, given Ringo's flair for dramatics, that he would begin the festivities with a bike
joust, and Lunk figured he could handle the thing better if he was al one.

"Okay, but be careful," Spider said, stepping away.

Lunk snorted. "lI'msick to death of being careful."
Rand and Rook were side by side a few yards away, with Scott slightly off to one side
behind them "I can't figure out why you cane,” Rand was saying to the red Cyclone rider through

the helnmet. "You've got no stake in this."

"I've got just as nuch reason to be here as you," Rook said harshly wi thout |ooking over
at him

"Everybody stay | oose," Scott warned. "Keep your fingers away fromthe triggers. | don't
want anyone getting hurt unless it can't be hel ped."

"No great loss, if you ask ne," Rook nuttered.

Rand gl anced over at her. "Reminds ne of a novie | saw once. @nfight at the...l can't
renenber the title. But what happens is that-"
"People die in real life, pal. Keep that in mnd."

Before Rand coul d say anything, Ringo called out: "Hey, Lunky-boy-lI can hear your knees
knockin' together! Is it gonna be just you and me, or do you need the army behind you?" Ringo's
gang hooted and how ed. "I nean, you didn't have nuch use for the arnmy a while ago, did ya? In
fact, you got a history of runnin' away fromfights, the way | hear it. Ain't that right?"

Lunk gritted his teeth. Sweat was beading up across his face, and indeed, his knees were
knocki ng agai nst the valve covers of the cycle's engine. "You don't know nothin' about it, ya
little shit!" he managed to bite out.

Ri ngo | aughed and sl apped his knee. "Sorry if | blew your cover. | keep forgettin' you're
too nodest to brag about your mlitary record!”

"What're you trying to prove?" Lunk yelled, mnuscles and veins standing out |ike cords in
his beefy neck.

"Nothin'," Ringo returned. "Nothin' at all. 'Cept the Invid hate soldiers, and since we
don't have nuch use for them ourselves, we decided to help themalong this tinme."

Lunk began to rev his cycle, but Scott gestured to himto hold his ground. "Hand over your
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hostage! " Scott demanded of Ri ngo.

The gang | eader turned to his nmen and | aughed. "W night just nake you part of today's
quot a, robby!"

"Yeah, we ain't picky!" the knifer threwin.

"And we're not afraid of your firepower, neither," the hulk yelled fromthe sidecar
rai sing a bazooka-type weapon into view

"They' re psyching thenselves up," Rook cautioned the others. "Be ready!"

On Ringo's word the four cycles leapt forward in a charge, but all at once a round
detonated in their mdst, throwing sone of themoff their machines. Scott, Rand, and Rook
exchanged | ooks, wondering who had fired. Then they heard Spider and Annie's sinultaneous screans
and | ooked up: Three Invid Shock Troopers had appeared over the canopy of the oak tree. R ngo and
his boys were bolting for the shelter of the ranch house as continued flashes fromthe Troopers
shoul der cannons shook the ground and blew their cycles apart. Kevin was trying desperately to
free himself fromthe tree trunk, and Annie was shouting, "Do sonething!"

Scott took the initiative and shot his Cyclone forward, engaging the thrusters and going
to Battle Arnor node as the necha left the ground. Two of the Invid went after him while the
third dropped in |ow toward Lunk and the others. Rand was working the systemswi tches frantically,
eager for the mecha to reconfigure.

"Cone on! Cone on!...Wat the heck's wong with this thing!?" he said to Rook

"Just cal mdown," she told him "Renenmber what Scott told you-your thoughts have to help
it along. Relax and stop bashing away at it." Rook |owered her head and threw the thunb switch.
Rand watched anazed as the cycle restructured, wapping itself around her and integrating with her
arnor. "Treat it gently-like it's alive," Rook added, standi ng now.

Scott meanwhile was off in another part of the grassy fields dancing between the
anni hil ation discs sent his way by the Troopers who had put down on either side of him Lunk saw
himlift off after half a dozen agile | eaps and bounces and return fire fromthe suit's forearm
rocket | aunchers.

"I can't escape it!" Lunk yelled to no one in particular. "I thought I'd never be fighting
agai n!"

Rook was engaging the third Invid, while Rand continued to struggle with reconfiguration
He was about to give up on it, when he felt the nmecha's reciprocal vibe, and suddenly the damed
thing was actually conforming itself to his arnmor. He stood up, showi ng a | ook of disbelief under
the helmet's faceplate, and gently engaged the system s hoverthrusters, searching the skies for
signs of Rook or Scott. At |ast he saw the red Cyclone rider. She was powering up through a
backflip one mnute and dropping like a stiff-legged bonb the next. But her Invid target |eapt
away in time, hooking itself overhead and dishing out a blast that nearly caught her. She avoi ded
t he expl osi on by | aunchi ng straight up, but the Trooper was sticking close, discharging two nore
bolts, one of which nicked her arnor and sent her into a spinning descent toward a stand of trees.

Scott was handling hinself well against the other two Troopers but had yet to land a
Scorpion on either of them He was down on the ground now, getting off another shot before the
Invid surrounded him pincers swinging, discs cratering the soft earth. Rand joined him and
toget her they nmanaged to chase the Troopers off nonentarily.

Scott was congratul ati ng Rand on his mechanorphosis when Lunk pulled up al ongside on the
tripl ewheel er.

"You weren't ever a nmenber of the space battalion, were you?" Lunk asked Scott.

"Yeah?..." said Scott. "So what ?"

"Then you can fly a Veritech."

"Of course | can," Scott said excitedly. "Do you have one?"

Lunk nodded. "Follow ne."

Rand wat ched them zoom of f, Scott running al ongside Lunk's cycle. He dodged an Invid that
attenpted to flatten himinto the ground and brought his forearmup to fire. But the Trooper was
already flying off to link up with the other two, all three headed in the sane general direction
as Lunk and Scott.

If I hang around with this guy | ong enough, |I'm gonna get nyself killed for sure, Rand
said to hinself.

Then Rook was suddenly beside him upright in Battle Arnmor npde and hovering two feet off
the ground. "What's the matter," she asked him "your joints rusting up on you or somethi ng?"

"No, | was just trying to-"

"You really aren't nuch use in conbat, are you?"

"Hey, wait a minute!" Rand shouted as she began to hover off in the same configuration
"I't's not like |I'm supposed to be here, you know. | nean, technically |I'ma nonconbatant, did you
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know that? Did | ever tell you about the tine | fought off three Invid patrols at the same
tinme...?"

From the cover of the ranch house, Ringo watched Spider set Kevin free fromthe ropes that
held himto the tree. Knifer was kneeling by the wi ndow, peering over the stool; the hulk was
cowering in a corner under a shelf.

"Stop your whinin', you lily-livered rogue!" Ringo shouted fromthe w ndow.
Knifer |ooked up. "Hey, Ringo, | think I can hear your knees knockin'."
Ri ngo made an exasperated face and brought his fist down on Knifer's skull. "It's because

I'"'mnmad, bonehead. Mad, nad, mad!" He punctuated each word with a foll ow up bl ow.

El sewhere, Annie was asking Yell ow Dancer why she was hangi ng around. They were in the
singer's pink arnored vehicle, parked sone distance fromthe scene of the initial fighting. "Wat
do you want fromthen?" Annie wanted to know. "I'mwarning you, | can get very jealous."

Yellow turned to her fromthe driver's seat with an enignatic snile. "Believe ne," she
assured Annie, "there's absolutely nothing for you to be jeal ous of."

"Well, then, it's okay," Annie said, perking up. "You can hang around as nuch as you
want . "

The Veritech hangar was a dil apidated circular building, holed in nunmerous places, with a
hem spherical red roof sectioned off and reinforced by curved trusses. A nostly ruined solar
windm || rose alongside the structure, which Scott guessed was a barn of sonme sort. Up ahead, he
saw Lunk give a wave, junp the triple-wheeler fromthe top of a snall grassy enbankment, and
accel erate through the fallow fields that led to the makeshift hangar. The Invid Shock Troopers
were in hot pursuit overhead, their gleaning crablike bodies filling the sky.

"Hurry!" Scott could hear Lunk shout.

Scott had been expecting to find the rusting shell of a first-generation Veritech, but
once inside the building his hopes took a leap forward. Carefully positioned in the spacious |oft
was what | ooked to be a well-maintai ned Al pha Fighter, sans augnentation pack and boosters, and
certainly a leftover fromthe latter stages of the Second Robotech War.

"inb in," said Lunk. "She's ready to fly."

"Who's been maintaining it?" Scott asked as he struggled out of the reconfigured Cyclone

"Listen, I'mnot as stupid as you mght think," Lunk said, raising his voice above
expl osive volleys fromthe Invid. Discs were striking the fields nearby, |oosening dirt and debris
fromthe exposed rafters. "I was a certified bio-nmaintenance engineer. Trust ne, this baby wll

fly like a dream"

Scott clinmbed into the barn |oft and gave the Veritech's radome an affectionate pat. He
threw himself up to the open canopy, got a good handhol d, and slipped into the cockpit. He hadn't
bot hered to change out of the Cyclone arnor, but now he exchanged his helmet for the Veritech's
own "thinking cap" and began a run-through of the systens. It was so long since he had piloted a
VT in atnmosphere, he wondered if he could bring it off now.

"Everything seens in order!" he called down to Lunk as an expl osion tore out a huge
section of wall.

Lunk's hands went to his ears, and he threw hinmself to cover. Through the breach in the
wal |, Scott glinpsed the three Troopers | and and begin their approach on the barn. I'Il never be
able to power up fast enough to get out of here! he thought.

But just then Rand and Rook arrived to check the aliens' advance. The red Cycl oner
| aunched herself like a projectile straight into one of the Trooper's optic sensors, while Rand
fired two Scorpions against a second. It was all the time Scott needed to bring up the
Protoculture levels of the Veritech, and a noment later, nuch to Rand's consternation, the radone
of the VT was punching through the barn's roof.

Scott threw the VI into a steep clinb, luring the Troopers away fromtheir sw pe attacks
agai nst Rook and Rand. Rand watched the fighter accelerate through a sweeping arc and head back
into the faces of its pursuers, destroying one with a mssile too swift for his eyes to track. But
that was only the beginning. Now the fighter was reconfiguring to Battloid node and | eadi ng the
two remaining Invid on a high-speed chase over the countryside.

Scott thought the ship upright-a techno-knight standing in thin air-while salvos of
anni hil ati on di scs beanmed past him He reached out, throwing |levers that opened the nissile
conpartnents built into the Battloid s forearm shoul der, and |l ower-1leg arnor, and thought the
systens through to launch. It was all coning back to himnowit had to! For a nonment, the techno-
kni ght was enconpassed in energy balloons; then dozens of nmissiles tore fromtheir |aunch racks
like so many red-tipped arrows of death. The Troopers took the full stormand were all but
disintegrated by the force of the blasts.
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Down bel ow, Kevin and Spider were running toward the barn, a few steps ahead of Annie, who
had just leapt fromYellows jeep and was calling out for Lunk. Rook and Rand had al ready
reconfigured their Cyclones and were doffing the hot and cunmbersone battle arnor when Scott
brought the VT down, cut the engines, and threw open the canopy.

Lunk stepped fromthe barn unharmed and caught Annie midair as she junped up and threw her
arms around his neck. "There you are!" she gushed. "I knew they wouldn't get you, | knew you'd
cone back to ne!"

Lunk held her away, offering a miffed but understanding grin.

"I've decided you're the only one for ne!"

"Well, thanks," said Lunk. "I wish | could say the same." He snmiled tolerantly and gently
| owered Annie to the ground. "You're a little young for me...And besides, |I've got other plans.”

Annie stared up at him despondent, and asked what those other plans m ght be.

Lunk threw his nmassive shoul ders back. "Join the resistance,” he said to all of them "See
if I can make up for past m stakes."

“I'd be glad to join forces with you, Lunk," said Scott. "If you nean what you say..."

Kevin | ooked fromone to the other. "He's not serious, robby. Are you, Lunk?"

Lunk nodded. "I'm sick of sneakin' around like a frightened little weasel. Face it, Kevin,
I'"'ma soldier, after all. And it's time | started acting like one."

"Use your head, Lunk," Kevin countered. "This war's a |ost cause. Wat can two, ten, or
even two hundred do agai nst the Invid?"

"W can try," said Lunk.

Anni e made a di sappoi nted sound and turned her back to Lunk, hands behind her head. "And |
t hought you were special..."

Lunk bent down, perplexed, to ask: "But a minute ago | was the nman of your dreans,

r enenber ?"

Annie's lips tightened, and she shook her head. "Along tine ago | decided I'd never marry
a soldier. They don't |ast |ong enough nowadays."

Kevi n and Spi der | aughed.

"The kid's no dunmmy, that's for sure,” Rand offered.

Yel | ow st epped down fromthe jeep and approached the VI. "I'd like to sign up for the
team Scott."

Rook sent a knowing elbow into Rand's ribs at the sane tine Kevin sent one into Spider's.
But Scott's answer disappointed all of them

"Thanks," he said fromthe cockpit. "But we don't have enough troops yet to hire an
entertainer.”

"There's a lot nore to me than neets the eye," said Yell ow

"As if that isn't enough,” Rand commented under his breath but |oudly enough for Rook to
hear .

"All | see is an attractive woman in a rather slinky outfit," said Scott.

"Wong on both counts,"” Yellow answered him wal king back to the jeep. "I've got sonething
to show you. '

A buzz of general puzzlenment swept through the woul d-be team as Yell ow sauntered off,
especi ally when she turned her back to them and began to undo the rear buttons of her strapless
t op.

"Hey, wwait a mnute," Scott stanmered in protest. "I appreciate your wanting to, er-show
me, but don't think for a noment that's going to change ny mind..."

"I's she going to do what | think she's going to do?" said Annie, gulping.

"Sure | ooks that way," Rook said in an interested way.

Yel | ow neanwhi |l e had renoved her top and tossed it into the open jeep. She still had her
back to them long | avender hair falling all the way to the narrow band of her brassiere.

"H hey, now hold on!" Rand said with a desperate tone.
Lunk | aughed. "Well, she's right about one thing-she's not wearin' no slinky outfit
anynore."

Yellow turned to throw them a wi nk over her shoul der, then reached back the way only a
worman can and unfastened the bra, letting it slip fromher breasts. She still had her back to them
when she undid her trousers and let themfall. The pink jeep conceal ed whatever treasures these
monents mi ght have held for the red-faced team

"Now what's she doi ng?" Lunk said as Dancer picked up a towel and began to scrub her face
withit.

"I don't know," Scott responded sternly. "But | want an end to it right now, hear ne,
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Yel  ow? You can stop this little ganme, because we're not taking you with us, and that's final!"

Then Yel |l ow swung around to face them

And sonet hing was wrong, very wrong, indeed.

"Ch, no!" Rook screaned, and began to | augh hysterically.

"Y-yel |l ow Dancer?" Rand said tentatively.

Lunk, Kevin, and Spider drew in stunned but di sappointed intakes of breath. Annie was
simply confused; Scott, wordless. It was plain enough to see that Yell ow Dancer was a man-a tall
rather hairless, lean and attractive nman.

"You can start by calling nme Lancer,'

he told his stunned audi ence, his voice deeper now.

"I think the nane suits nme a little better. So, | hope there are no further objections to ny
taggi ng along with you."
"Well, | don't know..." Scott started to say. Wrman or cross-dresser, what was the

di fference? he asked hinsel f. But |ooking down at Rook now, he began to have second thoughts about
all of this. Earth was a fascinating but bizarre place where wonmen seened to want to mx it up as
much as the nmen. So maybe there was a place for her, er, him

Rand nmeanwhi | e was beside hinself. There were all those dreams of Yell ow Dancer he had
lived with for nonths-all those fantasies! "It can't be!" he was saying. "How could you do this to
me-your biggest fan?!"

"I wasn't exactly thinking about you, Rand," Lancer said.

"Yeah," Rook chimed in. "Not |ike he was thinking about you!"

Everyone | aughed, except Lancer. "So how about it, Captain? Do | nmake the team or not?"

Scott and Lunk exchanged | ooks and shrugs. "Yes," Scott said at last. "I guess you do."

CHAPTER SEVEN

Mom who thrived on adversity, had nmet her perfect foil in Rand. Fortunately for ne, they
eventual |y worked it through

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

The team had been forned: Scott, Rand, Rook, Annie, Lunk, and Lancer (although Scott wondered if
the singer shouldn't be counted twice). None of them pronised to acconpany Scott all the way to
Refl ex Point-if such a place actually existed; it was sinply a | oose agreenent anobng six people
headed in the sane general direction, each with a separate purpose in mnd. Scott wanted to see
the Invid defeated; at the very |east he hoped to link up with other downed fighters fromthe Mars
Di vi sion and establish an organi zed resi stance. Lunk was searching for a redenption of sorts;
Annie, for a famly. But the ains of the others were |ess clear-cut; their pasts renmai ned
unreveal ed, their notives sonmewhat suspect. Neverthel ess, Scott had hinself a team

Al'l he needed now was an adequate pl an

The present one wasn't working well at all. Rather than risk calling attention to their
| atest acquisition-the Al pha Fighter Lunk had so reverently nmaintained after his rather hasty
departure fromthe Arny of the Southern Cross-Scott and Lancer had flown the necha north under the
cover of night and secluded it along the river that marked the border of the nei ghboring
territory. Lancer was to remain with the Veritech while Scott rode back to town on his Cyclone to
collect the others. In the meantine, Lunk and Annie would be in charge of gathering up what they
could in the way of supplies and foodstuffs. Rand and Rook woul d secure a safe route out for the
| oaded APC.

Thi ngs went smoothly enough at first; Lunk had seen to his assignnment, and Scott
rendezvoused with the APC Cycl one convoy on schedul e. They had begun their trek north and entered
t he hi ghl ands when the Invid appeared. It hadn't paid to | eave enemes the likes of Ringo
behind. ..

Scott held the lead up the rugged nmountain road;. Rand and Annie were a few | engths
behi nd, then came Lunk in the APC and Rook on her red Cyclone. There were at |east five Troopers
in pursuit, with annihilation discs striking the cliff faces above and bel ow t he roadway.

Scott waved for the others to pour it on and accelerated along the arid sl ope.

Rook pul | ed al ongsi de hi m and shout ed above the deafeni ng expl osions. "They're gaining on
us!" To maintain their low profile, they had opted against suiting up in helnets or battle arnor.

"We haven't got a prayer unless we can reach the Al pha." Scott turned to Rand, who had
come up on the inside, and told himto take the | ead. He and Rook woul d stay behind to arnmor up
and reconfigure for conbat.

Rand signal ed his assent, cautioned Annie to hold tight, and noved out front. But no
sooner had they reached the crest than two Invid rose into view Rand engaged the brakes, pivoting
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the nmecha through a clean 180, and headed back down the hill

Scott hadn't even disnobunted yet. "Wy are you turning around?" he shout ed.

"They' ve got us surrounded,” Rand reported. "W'd better go cross-country."” He indicated
the steep grade above the roadway and | owered his goggl es.

“"No. No detours," Scott argued. "The Alpha's only a few nmiles dowmn the road-we've got to
break through!"

Rand snorted and shook his head. "You break through, Captain. |I'mheading for the hills."
He stonped the Cyclone into gear and took off, scrambling up the rutted incline, heedl ess of
Scott's shouts to stop. But not a nmonment l|ater, Invid Troopers were ascending into view at both
ends of the road, and Scott saw the logic of Rand's choice. He gestured to Rook and Lunk and
screeched off up the hill.

There was a barren stretch of plateau at the top of the slope, separated fromtwi n fingers
of pine forest by steep crevices too wide to junp. The Invid Troopers realized their advantage and
began to | oose disc storns of energy fromtheir cannons. As always, there seened to be an effort
made to incapacitate rather than kill the humans, but it could just as easily have been poor
mar ksnanship on their part. In any case, the plateau-great swirls of weathered rock and shal e-was
being torn up and superheated by the Troopers' fusillades. Lunk's APC, slower and far |ess
maneuver abl e than the Cycl ones, provided the best target, and the Invid were soon concentrating
their bursts against it. Inside the cab, the big nan was bouncing around |ike a featherweight,
barely in control of the thing anynore. When a blinding disc streaked by inches fromthe carrier
he lost it conpletely; the APC crashed into a boul der and overturned, hurling Lunk twenty feet to
a hard | anding facedown on the shale. At the last instant, however, he had grabbed two sacks of
suppli es and had managed to hold on to themduring his brief airborne journey. The sacks cushi oned
his fall somewhat, but he blacked out nonentarily neverthel ess. Comng to, he heard Rook's voice
behind him warning himto keep his head down. He did as instructed and felt rather than saw the
red Cycl one streak over him

Scott and Rand had wi tnessed the collision and stopped their Cyclones to return fire
agai nst the Troopers, bringing rear weapons into play. Behind them Lunk was attenpting to gather
together and rebag itens spilled fromthe sacks.

"Lunk! Forget that stuff and come on!" Scott shouted.

"But we need these Protoculture energy cells for the nmecha!" Lunk countered, ducking as a
series of annihilation discs Frisbeed overhead. The Invid were close at hand now, upright and
| ayi ng out salvo after salvo of white-hot fire. Explosions began to erupt all around him orange
bl ossonms in the shale, and he was forced to abandon the supplies. He nmade a beeline for Scott's
idling Cyclone, straddling the rear seat not a nonent too soon

"My toothbrush!" Lunk npaned, | ooking back at the wecked APC as Scott gunned the necha
into a wheelie.

"So your teeth will fall out,’
head bl own off."

They were headed downhill a nonent later, across a snmooth flow of solid rock with an
inviting forest of tall firs and eucal yptus at its base. As they neared the trees, Scott spied an
unpaved road and nade for it, signaling the others to follow his |ead.

Two of the Invid attenpted to track them but eventually gave up; it was wi dely believed
(but certainly unproven) that the Invid had a kind of fearsone respect for forests in general. The
Troopers circled overhead for a long while, then began to fan out trying to cover all possible
poi nts of egress. Meanwhile, Scott directed his band north in an effort to strike the river. By
his reckoning, they were now sonewhat west of Lancer and the Veritech, but reaching the river
woul d put themin good position for a direct eastward swi ng.

The forest thinned as they worked their way north, giving way to a series of tall grass
terraces that dropped in neasured steps to the river gorge itself. The grass was deep enough to
of fer places of conceal nent for thenselves as well as the Cyclones, so they continued their
cautious advance. There was no sign of the eneny.

"Do you think we |lost 'en?" Lunk asked, poking his head above the grass. He could see tal
buttes and stone tors in the distance.

Rand answered him from nearby. "We nust have-there's no way those things can follow a
trail through the woods. Believe ne, | know "

"How ' bout sone food, then?"

Rook showed herself. "You really take the cake, Lunk."

"I wish | could-"

"First you nearly get us all killed, and now all you can think about is that selfish
stomach of yours!"

Scott said into the wind. "It's better than having your
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"Drop it!" Scott said nore harshly than was necessary. He switched on his Cyclone briefly
to read the systemindi cator displays. "You were right about those Protoculture cells, Lunk," he
admtted. "It's inperative that | get back to the Al pha. Soneone's going to have to draw the Invid
off in case |'"'mspotted. W can't let themfind the ship."

Rand suddenly shushed him "They're com ng," he whi spered.

The team dropped thensel ves into the grass, raising weapons as they did so. Mnutes |ater
three Troopers could be seen patrolling the gorge, their scanners alert for novenent on the cliffs
above the river.

"Everybody hold your fire," said Scott.

"How did they find us?" Rand said to no one in particular

Anni e put her hands to her breast. "I betcha they heard the sound of ny heart pounding."

Rand stared down at the Mars-gal ant Scott had given himearlier; it was a | ong-barrel ed
version of the sidearm blaster the of fworlder wore, shaped a bit |ike an el ongated cl osed-topped Y
Time to go on-line with this thing, he said to hinself. But no sooner did he flip the switch than
the Troopers stopped their bipedal patrol and turned on them

"Open firel" Scott yelled as gl obes of fulgent energy forned at the nuzzles of the
Troopers' cannons.

Lunk, Rook, and Rand stood up, bringing their H90's to bear against the invaders. Phased-
| aser fire seared into the Troopers' arnored bodies, while annihilation discs ripped into the
cliff's grassy terrace, touching off violent fires and cl ouds of dense snoke. Two nore Invid
appeared above the cliffs behind the team adding their own volleys to the arena.

"We've gotta get back to the trees!” Rand shouted above the angry buzz of disc fire and
concussi ve detonati ons.

"Lead them away fromthe Al pha!" said Scott.

“You worry about the Al pha. |'m gone!"

Abandoni ng their Cyclones, the team broke ranks and began to belly-crawl their way through
the grass back toward the tree Iine. They scal ed slope after slope, beating a circuitous retreat
across each terrace. The closest call came when Rook m scal cul ated and nearly slipped into a
narrow ravine; but Rand was there for her, hauling her up and supporting her while they ran. In
the forest once nore, they took to the trees and hid thensel ves high up in the branches. Invid
Troopers were wal ki ng sweeping patrols along the perineter; two were actually braving the cool and
dark mystery to probe deep into the woods. Rand flicked his gallant on-line again as one of the
|atter group was passing beneath him Curiously, the Invid stopped short, its woul d-be head
rotating upward.

Rand took a sudden, sharp intake of breath-not out of fear but fromrealization. O
course! he told hinself. At the river they stopped when | activated the power cell on ny blaster.
And just now...

It made sense, but it was time to try an experinment to validate his findings. He disarnmed
the power cell, and sure enough, the Invid |l ost interest and stonped off. "Yeah, that's gotta be
it,” Rand said softly. He was exhaling pent-up fear when sonething orange and nenaci ng suddenly
dropped on himfromthe branch above. His throat refused to utter the screamhis guts demanded,
but he gave a start nonethel ess, raising the weapon like a club, only to realize that it was
Anni e, upside down and dangling fromher knees, carrot-colored hair |like an unfurled flag.

"Were you talking to yoursel f?" she demanded. "Wre you? Huh?"

"Don't ever sneak up on ne!" Rand seet hed.

Scott, Rook, and Lunk were on the ground now, telling Rand that the coast was cl ear
Excitedly, Rand scranbl ed down out of the tree.

"I think I know why we've been having so much trouble getting these blasted wal ki ng
| obsters off our trail," he announced. He gestured to the weapon's on-line switch. "W've been
gi ving ourselves away every time we switch on our Cyclones or our blasters."

"How so?" said Lunk

"They can detect the bio-energy given off by our Robotech mecha."”

Lunk hel ped Annie down fromthe tree. "You could be right," he said to Rand. "Back at the
river Scott |left the panel gauges of his Cyclone on. They could' ve honmed in on that."

"Right!" Rand agreed.

"It makes sense," said Scott. It had never been an issue on Tirol, but then, there were a
| ot of things about Earth that separated it fromTirol..

"OfF course it makes sense,” Rand was continuing. "They thrive on Protoculture, right?
Well, it's like they can snell the stuff, the same way a shark is able to snell blood in the
wat er. "

"Charni ng thought,"’

Rook said distastefully.
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Anni e | aughed. "M . Wzard! You really thought that out by yourself, huh?"

Rand smiled with el aborate nodesty.

"Sure doesn't happen very often, does it?" Rook scoffed.

Rand whirled on her. "Yeah? Besides your |ooks, what have you contributed | ately?"

Rook's nostrils flared. "All right, that does it! Let's step aside and settle this once
and for all!"

"You sure you don't just want to get me alone in the bushes?" Rand said, sniling and
stroking his chin. "Admit it-"

"Stop it!" Scott broke in, silencing the two of them "Arguing anong ourselves isn't going
to help matters any. We're supposed to be friends, in case you' ve forgotten."

"Ch, is that so?" Rook said, arns akinmbo. "Well, | don't remenber himever beconing a
friend of mne," she threwto Rand
"Then what the hell are you doing here?" Rand barked. "I didn't ask you along! W don't

need this kind of nonsense."

Rook and Rand faced of f defensively.

"Cool off," Lunk told everyone. "There'll be plenty of tine to scream at each other |ater
But right now we gotta get back to the Al pha."

"Kiss and nake up," Annie said to Rand as Lunk wal ked off. "Or at |east shake hands."

"Fine with me." Rand shrugged and gl ared at Rook. "But maybe you should ask the lady with
the chip on her shoul der!"

Gradually, in single file, they began to work their way back to the river. Rook and Rand
opened a second front in their war when Rook insisted that sonmething was followi ng them and Rand
call ed her paranoid. Scott cane down on them again and ordered Lunk to wal k between themas a
buffer. And it was in this way that the three nen nmanaged to avoid the | eeches..

Scott and Rand heard Annie's screamand turned around in tine to see the descent of the
mut ant wormrain. They dropped fromthe forest canopy, instantly attaching thenselves to the two
girls.

Lunk made a sound of disgust and backed away. "There's mllions of thenl™

Anni e was crying and stanping her feet. Rook's face was contorted, her body shaking al
over. "Do sonething!" she screamed to Rand, but he only snmiled. "You creep! Get these things off
me!" She stood paralyzed, as if not knowi ng where to begin-on her arns, her neck, her face...Just
then anot her | eech dropped fromthe trees and | anded on her forehead; Rook screaned and col |l apsed
to the ground, wailing and kicking her feet in frustration

"Hold still,"” Scott said, kneeling al ongside her and pulling the | eeches off Rook's arm
But Rand stopped hi mbefore he had detached nore than two or three. He took Lunk's lit cigarette
and touched the lighted end to one of the creatures.

"Make things hot for themand they' Il pop out on their own," he explained as the | eech
dropped off, sizzling. "Pull themoff and you end up |leaving the sucker intact." Methodically, he
moved the cigarette fromleech to | eech

"I tell you, |I get a real kick seeing city girls in the country” Rand told Scott while he
| abored. "They | ook so darn cute when they start screaming." He smiled at Rook. "You shoul d' ve
seen yoursel f..."

She made a face, averting her gaze from Rand's handi work. "Can you bl ame ne? It's
di sgusting." She shuddered. "I hate to break this to you, Daniel Boone, but there's sonething
called civilization out there. Mybe you've heard of it."

Rand snorted. "That's where you have crine and filth, right?"

"Better than sliny little blood-sucking tree | eeches."

"Sourpuss," Rand said, standing up and noving over to Annie. "Any |leech that gets a good
taste of you is gonna swear off hunan beings forever."

Rook stood up, angry at first, then flashing an enigmatic, al nbst seductive smle. "We'll
she said, walking off into the bushes to check for |eeches off linmts to Rand' s search

see. ..

They stuck to the forest this tine rather than risk showi ng thenselves in the open ground
that bordered the river. Two hours along they stopped to rest below the small falls of a tributary
that fed the gorge. Rand stripped a sapling of twigs and fashioned a fishing rod for hinmself. He
waded out to a rock mdstreamand cast in his line. Scott and the others sat under the trees al ong
t he bank.

"Hey, Rand,"” Annie taunted him "Do you really think you can catch anything with that
funny- 1 ooking stick of yours?"

Rand frowned whil e everyone had a good | augh. "Just you wait," he told them "I'm an
expert, and if there's a trout anywhere in this river, it's nine."
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It was a pleasant spot, full of water sounds, aninmal life, and cool shade stirred by a
gentl e breeze. "Al npst nakes you forget where you are," Scott nused

Rook nodded absently. "I know. I'"mstarting to feel like we're at a Boy Scout picnic."

Rand neanwhi |l e was addressi ng his woul d-be catch, when sonething snmall and nmean hit himon
the head. He | ooked around and found Lunk crouched on the |linb of an overhanging tree. "Hey,
what's the idea?" Rand started to ask

"Invid..." Lunk said softly, cupping his hands to his nouth.

Scott, Annie, and Rook took to the cover of the brush. Rand was | ooking around for a place
to hide when he noticed the line stretched taut. He grabbed hold of the anchored pole, ignoring
Scott's orders to abandon the fish. It had to be a five-pounder at |east, and he wasn't about to
let it go. Even so, he could sense the ground-shaki ng approach of the Trooper. He pulled hard and
saw t he rai nbow break water; it was bigger than he had thought. The Invid s cloven footfalls were
i ncreasi ng; Rand gave a mighty tug and brought the fish up. But just then the Iine snapped. At the
same tinme the Trooper appeared through the trees.

Deciding it mght behoove himto be the one that got away, Rand dropped the pole and dived
fromthe rock.

Lunk was still in the tree, standing now, his back flattened agai nst the trunk, when the
Trooper passed. A second Trooper lunbered into view an instant later. Peering fromthe bushes, his
H 90 raised, Scott saw that the two were headed toward the falls. Rand was nowhere to be seen

Unl ess one happened to be a fish

Runni ng short on breath when the first Invid hit the water, Rand had propelled hinself
downst ream hugging the rocky bottom only to run into another pair of arnored | egs. H s lungs
were on fire, threatening to inplode, but surfacing wouldn't necessarily inprove the situation
any. He swal |l owed hard, sensing a darkness creeping into the edges of his vision..

The two Troopers stopped in the niddle of the river and swng their sensors through a 360-
degree scan. Concerned for Rand's safety, Scott ran from cover when the Invid had crossed the
stream and noved off into the woods on the opposite bank

Lunk dived in, and found his conpani on unconsci ous on the river bottom arms still | ocked
around t he boul der he had hugged to keep hinsel f subnerged. He brought himup and laid him
facedown on the bank; then straddl ed himand carefully began to use his big hands to punp water
from Rand' s | ungs.

"I's he going to be all right?" Annie asked.

Scott nodded. "He just passed out."

Rand's color started to return, and he coughed up a few nouthfuls of water. Softly, Rook
call ed his nane.

Rand strai ghtened up with an energy that surprised all of them knocking an unsuspecting
Lunk backward into the river. He | ooked around dazedly and dropped back to his knees exhaust ed.

"Uh, the Invid are all gone," Annie said.

"Yeah, you can cal m down, Superman," Rook added.

Rand smled thinly.

"Al'l right," Scott said, extending his hand to Lunk and hel ping himto the bank. "Now that
they're gone, we can get back to Lancer. W can't be too far-"

Rook saw Scott's eyes go wi de. She spun around and saw the reason for it: An enornous
bl ack bear, frightened and up on its hind |l egs, was breaking through the brush. Scott had his
weapon raised but froze as a bizarre giant tiger-striped spider dropped froma tree onto the
weapon's barrel. Scott winced and uttered a startled cry, reflexively loosing a bolt fromthe
thing that whizzed past the bear's head. Rook lunged for Annie as the animal's huge claw cane
down, narrowy mssing her. Lunk al nost caught the backlash and rolled for cover

Rand nissed with two shots fromhis own weapon, and the bear's right paw connected with
the bl aster, sending himand the weapon flying in opposite directions. Rand | ooked up into bared
teeth and sharp claws, the face of furry black death. He nmade his peace with the Creator and
glinpsed a brilliant flash of white light...But when the snoke cl eared, he found hinsel f stil
alive and the bear gone-vapori zed.

The only problemwas that there was now an Invid ship overhead-and not one of the Troopers
ei ther, but one of the rust-brown Pincer units!

“Well, | never thought |I'd be happy to see you guys!" Rand said as he got to his feet, the
snell of roasted meat in the air. He joined the rest of the teamin a jog for the woods.

The Invid rained fire down on themas they ran, steering themaway fromthe safety of the
trees and bringing one of the patrolling Troopers in on the action. The team soon found itself
cornered, fenced in on open ground by high-energy beanms and anni hilation discs. But Scott heard a
fam liar sound cutting through the tunultuous roar of the Invid s death-rays.
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It was Lancer, riding one of the abandoned Cycl ones.

Lavender hair trailing in the wind, he | eapt the necha over a surprised Invid Trooper and
landed it not nore than fifteen feet fromwhere the team stood huddl ed toget her

"All I had to do was ride to the sound of the guns!" Lancer yelled when the Cycl one had
skidded to a halt. "What're you waiting for, Scott? dinmb on!"

Scott offered a silent prayer to the gods who governed silver linings and threw hinself
onto the rear seat. Lancer popped the necha into a long wheelie that shot themthrough the |egs of
the bewi | dered Trooper. But the Pincer ship chased them | oosing continuous disc fire fromits
treetop course

Lancer kept the Cyclone in the woods for cover. Scott saw that they were nearing the river
gorge now and raised hinself on the rear pegs in an effort to spot the Al pha. Lancer took one hand
fromthe controls and pointed. "At the foot of the cliff on the right!" he shouted over his
shoul der.

Scott realized that the | and dropped away sharply up ahead, but he couldn't discern just
how hi gh they were above the |ower terrace. Lancer was cutting their forward speed as they
approached the | edge. Scott leaned in to ask himhow he planned to negotiate the junp. But all at
once Lancer threw his arns strai ght up and was gone.

Instinctively, Scott grabbed hold of the handl ebar controls and saved the necha from
overturning. He | ooked over his shoul der and saw Lancer squatting on the overhangi ng branch he had
swung hinmself to, smiling and waving Scott off. Scott was inpressed. It had been one heck of a
gymastic feat. But neither of themwas in the clear yet. An Invid Trooper broke through the woods
and began to open up with disc fire. Lancer executed a Tarzan leap fromthe tree and di sappeared
into the undergrow h. Scott |owered his head to the rush of the wind and goosed the cycle. But the
cliff face was close now, closer than he had realized, and an instant later he was sailing into
bl ue skies above the treetops. He |l ost the Cyclone and plumreted on his own, no one to catch him
or take note of his alarnmed cry. ..

El sewhere, Lancer had worked his way back toward the rest of the team He literally ran
into themnot a mle fromwhere he had put Scott in charge of the Cyclone. They had three Invid
Troopers behind them devastating the forests with sporadic sprays of fire. Lancer took the point
and |l ed them along the same path he and Scott had Cycl oned not an hour before. Twilight was giving
way to darkness now, and Invid cannon sounds and anni hilation discs |lent a hellish atnosphere to
t he scene.

Once again the Troopers succeeded in boxing themin, and once again Rook, Lunk, Annie, and
Rand yel | ed good-byes to one anot her while expl osions rained | eaves and forest carpet all over the
pl ace. But Scott turned the tide. He had survived his plunge into the trees and nade his way to
the conceal ed Veritech. The Invid Pincer ship, as he explained |ater, was history.

Now t he Al pha cane tearing into the woods and took out the Trooper whose cannons were
ranging in on the team Then Scott |aunched the VT straight up into the starry skies,
reconfiguring to Battloid at the top of his booster clinb and bringing out the mecha's
rifle/cannon to deal with his pursuers. Two nore Troopers fell to the Alpha's storm but a third
managed to work its way in close enough to inflict a pincer sw pe that brought Scott tunbling back
to the woods.

The Trooper roared into a |l ong sweeping turn and headed back in on the downed Battl oid.

I nside, Scott shook hinself to clear his head and ran through a rapid assessment of his options as
he brought the techno-knight to its feet. The necha's external pickups brought the team s cries of
warning into the cockpit, especially Annie's high-pitched: "Behind you, Scott! Behind you!"

Scott thought the Battloid through a quick about-face in tine to see the approachi ng
Trooper. He reached for the | aunch-tube cover levers. The Invid fired first, blazing discs
spinning and twi sting out of the cannon nmuzzles. But Scott's aimwas surer: Red-tipped heat-
seeking missiles ripped fromthe Battloid s shoul der conmpartments and hormed in on the Invid' s dark
form detonating against pincers and torso alike, and giving brief Iife to a blinding fireball, a
brilliant orange m dni ght sun

CHAPTER EI GHT

Most comment ators overl ook the fact that Lancer was a singer |ong before he was a freedomfighter
and a crossdresser |ong before a Yellow Dancer. But he was first and forenbst an actor-nall eabl e,
dramatic, and narcissistic. And while it's true that he can be linked to certain literary
traditions wherein heroes carried out their crusades under the guise of fops and ot her fabul ous
fool s, Lancer was no Scarlet Pinpernel or comic Zorro: He was a fox of an entirety different

or der.
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Zeus Bell ow, The Road to Refl ex Point

Prior to Zor's arrival on Optera, it was the Flower of Life that held the central place in the
Invid' s naturalistic pantheon. But that was no | onger the case. They were aggressive speci es now
every bit as warlike as the Tirolian Masters who defoliated Optera. And they worshi pped

Protocul ture, the bio-energetic by-product Zor had coaxed fromthe Flowers thensel ves. They
continued to subsist on the Flowers their captive Human popul ati on planted and harvested, but it
was Protoculture that fueled the arny of mecha which kept that enterprise running snoothly and

wi t hout incident. Indeed, it could be said that the Invid thensel ves had becone nore dependent on
Zor's discovery than the Robotech Masters ever were.

Enor nous amounts of Protoculture were required to oversee and nmaintain Earth's diverse
popul ati on centers and to put down uprisings and revolts in the farms and factories. (Exedore
woul d have been chagrinned to learn that the Invid had found their own way to nanufacture
Protoculture without having to resort to the matrix device that had figured so pronminently in the
First and Second Robotech Wars.) These reserves, fashioned by Hunman hands into individual energy
canisters suitable for Invid and Terran nmecha alike, were stored in scores of warehouses across
t he gl obe and guarded by Humans "synpathetic" to the Invid' s purpose. The privil eges enjoyed by
these synpat hi zers varied; sometinmes hostages were taken to assure all egi ance, while on ot her
occasi ons outlaws and petty powerbrokers were given charge. Towns and cities bartered with the
Invid overlords for sinple freedonms: the right to enjoy a senblance of normal life in exchange for
snoopi ng out resistance groups or seeing to it that Protoculture cells did not fall into the wong
hands. Often the Invid all owed those in charge before the invasion to keep their |lofty positions,
except that there was a new authority to answer to-the Regis and her legions of territoria
supervi sors who dealt directly with their underlings.

Lancer expl ained sone of this to Scott while the teamlicked its wounds after their
encounter with the Troopers. Even though the episode had consisted largely in their outrunning the
Invid, it had neverthel ess served to unite the menbers of the teamand instill in each of thema
confidence that hadn't been there two days before. They were now begi nning to understand and
accept each other's strengths and weaknesses, and they were learning to trust one another as well.
Wthout any formal vote or voiced acknow edgnent, Scott surfaced as the |eader, which was only
right given his training and resol uteness. Lunk was sonething of a sergeant to Scott's |ieutenant;
Anni e, everything fromden nother to mascot. Rook still held herself separate, but could al ways be
counted on for her instinctive conbat sense. And Rand was their backwoods provider, fishing and
hunti ng when he wasn't sitting under a tree scribbling notes to himself. That left only Lancer

Scott still had misgivings about the man, but as he listened to Lancer's detail ed account
of the Invid infrastructure and occupation techni ques, he began to see himin a new |light. The
fermal e-si nger ploy had yet to be explained, but it was obvious fromLancer's report that the
adopt ed persona of Yell ow Dancer had opened many doors to him He would discuss his forner ties
with the resistance only in a vague way, but Scott understood that his contacts were as nunerous
as his information was exhaustive.

The team had retrieved the two other Cyclones fromwhere they had left themin the grass
and spent three days in the river gorge dining on pit roasted fish, recuperating, and planning the
next nove in their northward journey. They were careful about using the mecha now, convinced that
Rand's theory was correct. Mdst of the time the Invid Scouts and Troopers were operating in a kind
of background net of Protoculture emanations and couldn't home in on any one source. But when they
were engaged in a particular search, their senses were nore acute at screening out the random
waves fromthe usually nearby active ones. In any case, it was a noot point at the nonent; the
Al pha was depleted of charge, and there was scarcely enough left in the Cyclones to power them
I et alone reconfigure or fire them

That's where Norristown entered the picture. Located sonmewhat east of their present route,
it was one of the Southland's largest cities, transplanted |like so many others fromthe devastated
north during the reign of Chairman Mran and the fornation of the Arny of the Southern Cross. The
city had prospered throughout and boasted one of the continent's few surviving sports arenas. But
nost inportant, it was the site of one of the Invid s Protoculture storage facilities, a heavily
fortified castle (constructed years ago in the Holl ywood style) that overlooked the city.

Lancer had a map of the place.

And a rather ingenious plan

Less than a week | ater, Rook and Annie were on one of the roads |eading into Norristown.
They made an interesting picture-the blonde in her red and white bodysuit |eaning al nost casually
agai nst the parked Cyclone and Annie in her mlitary greens and ever-present cap perched on the
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seat |ike some dimnutive ornament. Not five nmiles away was the city itself, a tight cluster of
bui | di ngs surrounded by forest, with Drunstick Butte and the hul ks of two Zentraedi ships casting
their giant shadows from behind. The Protoculture storage facility could be discerned at the foot
of the oddly shaped, topheavy butte, linked to the city below a well-nai ntai ned sw tchbacked

r oadway.

Rook strai ghtened up at the sound of an approachi ng vehicle and gl anced over at Annie; the
youngst er nodded and hopped down fromthe Cyclone's seat to stand al ongsi de her traffic-stopping
teammate. Up the road a truck came into view, and Rook threw the driver a playful w nk and raised
her thunmb in a hitchhiker's gesture. Innocently and with well-rehearsed bashful ness, Annie pressed
her forefingers together and called for the driver to stop and | end a hand.

The driver halted the truck and clinbed down fromthe cab, taking in a | ong eyeful of the
two marooned girls and their red Cyclone. He bent down to inspect the mecha, conplinenting themon
the fine condition of the thing, but was sad to report that they were out of Protoculture fuel
This was so conmon an occurrence that the driver scarcely gave it a second thought; anyone m ght
stunbl e upon sone wonderful speci nen of aged Robotechnology only to cone to think of it as a
wort hl ess piece of junk when the all but irreplaceable Protoculture energy cells were depleted.
True, there was a black nmarket, but it was one that few people had access to. Between the needs of
the Invid, the resistance, and your everyday 'Culture hounds, Protoculture had becone a pricel ess
comuodi ty.

"W were hoping you could fix it,"'
the Yell ow Dancer concert in Norristown."
The driver smled up at her. "Not wi thout Protoculture. There's nothing | can do."

"Hey, mister," Rook said suddenly, as if noticing the driver's Invid-occupation double-C
hard-hat enblem for the first time. "You're fromthe storage facility, aren't you ?"

"So?" the man answered, wary nhow.

"Coul dn't you spare us some?" Annie asked, |eaning over the Cyclone's seat.

The man snorted. "Wat're you, nuts, kid? If anyone found out I'd shared ny rations, 1'd
be in deep trouble.” He turned his head at the sound of a mechanical click and buzz and found
hinself staring into the |laser nuzzle of a strange-I ooking disc-shaped weapon.

Rook grinned and gestured with the blaster. "Know what? You're already in big trouble,
buddy. .."

Five mnutes later the driver had been dragged to the side of the road. His arnms and | egs
were bound with rope, and his nmouth was seal ed by a piece of wide tape. He continued to struggle
whil e Lunk secured the final knots.

"Rel ax, buddy," Rook told him "W're just going to borrow your truck for a while." She
hastened off to the spot in the woods where they had noved the vehicle. Her teammates had the back
doors opened. "Well, the first stage went pretty well," Scott was conmenting as she wal ked up

Rand was | eaning against the trailer with his arns crossed. "I had no idea that soldiers
al so doubl ed as hijackers, Scott."

Rook | ooked at both of theminpatiently. "Are you guys going to stand here and argue, or
are we going to get a nove on?"

Scott and Rand exchanged | ooks. "Let's do it," they said at the sanme nonent.

Annie said to the truck driver. "We're on our way to

A short while later the truck roared into town with Lunk at the wheel, the former driver's
hard hat and pernits now part of his disguise. Rook, Rand, Scott, and Annie were in the rear, but
not yet in what would soon be their hiding place. Originally the plan had called for all of them
to hide underneath the chassis while the truck was cleared through to the storage facility, but
good fortune was on their side in the formof a loft conpartment built into the truck's trailer
They could only specul ate on what the conpartnent had been used for, but it was perfectly suited
to their present needs. Lunk nmade one stop along the way to the facility gate-just brief enough to
all ow Annie to hop out and work her way into the crowds that were already gathering for Yellow
Dancer's concert.

"Be sure to nake lots of noise," Scott remi nded her.

"Come on," she returned, as though insulted. "How do you suppose | got the reputation for
bei ng such a | oudnmout h?"

Scott grinned and began to pull the rear doors closed. He was surprised by the size of the
crowds and recalled what Rand had told himearlier: Wen people find out Yellow s comng to town,
they go conpletely berserk. Wen Annie had junped out, Scott had glinpsed a poster of the singer
pasted to the side of a building: Yellow Dancer in a spaghetti-strapped sundress, sone sort of
mat chi ng turban, |ow heels, and a pearl collar

Lancer had left for Norristown three days before the rest of the team The plan called for
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himto put a pickup band together and cut a deal with a local promoter, who would secure the
sports arena and take care of publicity and logistics. The pronoter, a man nanmed Wods, was an old
friend of Lancer's and a nenber of the resistance.

Scott thought back to Lancer's departure-Lancer in his alter-ego guise. Scott couldn't
hel p feeling that Yellow Dancer wasn't just Lancer in fermale attire but an entirely different
personality. Lancer's demeanor changed as well as his voice and carriage. Yellow was a real entity
living al ongside Lancer in the same body. Scott found it inconprehensible and just a bit
unsettling, but it didn't detract fromthe trust he had in Lancer. Scott was wondering how t he
second part of Lancer's plan was succeedi ng when he heard Lunk's fist poundi ng against the cab of
the truck-the signal for Scott, Rand, and Rook to take to the overhead conpartnent. That neant the
truck was nearing the twin-towered security gate on the road bel ow the storage facility.

Fart her along the road that wound up toward the base of Drumstick Butte was the barracks
of the security force that staffed and guarded the storage facility. The chief of station, Colone
Briggs, was a large, beefy man with salt-and-pepper hair and a thick nustache. He was in his
office in the barracks, feet up on the desk, daydreani ng over a col or photo of Yell ow Dancer that
had appeared in the norning edition of the city's newspaper when one of his staff arrived with
good news.

"We' ve been asked to supply security at Yellow Dancer's concert this afternoon," the
staffer reported. He wore a blue-gray uniformwith a red upturned collar, simlar in cut and
design to that worn by the colonel. A single red star adorned the front of his brinmed cap. The
Invid had made a point of allowi ng |local customs and garb to renmain unchanged in Norristown and
nunerous ot her stronghol ds throughout the Southlands. "Shall | refuse the request, sir?" the
staffer wanted to know.

Briggs didn't bother to | ower the newspaper, which effectively concealed himfromthe
staffer. He humed to hinmself, finishing up his fanciful daydream scenario before replying. "Are
you out of your mind?" he said at last. "If sonething should happen to Yell ow Dancer, it's our
reputation that will suffer. Send every avail able man down to the arena."

"But sir," the' staffer pointed out haltingly, "we can't risk leaving the facility
unguar ded. . . "

"Nonsense, '

the colonel said frombehind his paper. "What time is the concert scheduled to
end?"

"Around three-thirty, but-"

"And what time are the Intercessors arriving to pick up the shipnent?"

"Four o'clock, but-"

"Then there's no problem" Briggs set the paper aside, got up frombehind the desk, and
wal ked over to the office wi ndow "Wat can happen?" he said, gesturing to the facility half a
mle away at the top of the swi tchbacked access road. "The facility's inpregnable...And besides,
I'"d like to oversee Yell ow Dancer's security personally." He swng around to his |lieutenant. "See
to it that she expects ne."

Runmor had it that the storage facility was originally a castle inported stone by stone
from Europe during the md-1800s by a renegade nobl eman from Transylvania. It saw nore than one
hundred years of alteration and noderni zation before being substantially renovated (in the
Hol | ywood style) by a sports event pronoter who fell heir to the place in 2015. Mich of
Norristown, including the arena, owed its existence to the sane nan.

The building, with its nansard roof and nunerous spires, still retained a Provencal | ook,
but this was overshadowed by the fantastical elenments added on during the last twenty-five years,
primarily the east wing's crenellated tower. Three-quarters of a mle down the road was the tw n-
towered mai n gate, where Lunk and the others were presently stopped.

“I"'mhere to run a check on the cooling systenms," Lunk said to the hel neted guard who
approached the driver's side w ndow.

"Your permt," the guard said nastily.

Lunk handed the papers down for the man to read, while a second guard noved to the back of
the truck to have a look inside. "It's clean, Fred!™ Lunk heard the man call out a mnute later
The guard perused the pernmit a while longer, then returned it. "You' d better be clean on the way
out, too," he warned Lunk. Lunk saw sentries at the other tower frisking a white-coveralled
driver.

“You got it," he told the guard.

The guard waved hi mthrough and opened the fence that spanned the roadway. Lunk threw the
truck into gear and drove off, renmoving his hat and wi ping away the sweat that had coll ected on

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/TXT%20-%20Jack...0-%20Robotech%2010%20-%20Invid%20Invasion.txt (40 of 71) [2/4/03 10:37:49 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/T X T%20-%20Jack%20M cKinney%20-%20Robotech%62010%20-%20I nvid%20l nvasi on.txt

his forehead. Two trucks filled with security personnel passed himgoing in the opposite
direction, a sign that Lancer's request m ght have been granted. At the top of the switchbacks,
Lunk backed the truck toward the shipping entrance. There were only three or four guards on
patrol, and not one of them even glanced at Lunk while he clinbed down fromthe cab and t hrew open
the rear doors.

"We're in, gang," he said |loudly enough for his friends to hear

Rook, Rand, and Scott |owered thenselves fromthe |oft conpartment and entered the
facility. Scott unfol ded Lancer's nmap and checked it against their location. "This one," he told
Rook and Rand, indicating an air duct grate along one wall. Lunk hel ped them nove several crates
over to the wall. Scott clinbed up first, rechecked the map, and peered through the grate.
Sati sfied, he nodded, and Rook and Rand joined him The two nen went to work on the bolts that
held the grating to its frame, and in a nmonent they were able to |ift the panel free. Scott and
Rand crawl ed in. Lunk handed rope, a tool pouch, and an alum numcarry case up to Rook. She waved
hi m good | uck and foll owed Scott's lead into the horizontal duct.

Less than fifteen feet into the duct, Scott stopped and whi spered: "The control roomis on
the third floor. It should take us about ten mnutes to get there."

Rook could barely discern himin the darkness. Ten mnutes was going to feel |ike an
eternity.

Down bel ow, the arena was rapidly filling to capacity and Annie was circulating in front
of the stage doing what she did best: inciting the crowd.

"“...At her last concert a whole bunch of people got up on stage, and everybody started
partying and having a good ole tinme," she told everyone within earshot. "Some of us even got to go
backstage with Yell ow Dancer after the concert and party some nore! But this one's going to be the
best! | hear that she might not performlike this again, so we better make this the one to
remenber. Right?!"

"Al'l right!" several people shouted. "Party tine!"

Meanwhi | e, Yel | ow Dancer was entertaining guests in her backstage dressing room She had
changed to a sl eevel ess pink and burgundy pants outfit with a nmatchi ng bowed headband, which held
her hair up and off her neck

"At the last concert, sone of nmy fans cane up on stage and really nmade a nmess of things,"
she was explaining, facing the mrror while she applied eye liner. "lI'd rather that didn't happen
again."

"W won't allow that here," Briggs, the facility security chief, said from behind her
Yellow snmiled at himin the mirror. "W'I|l do our job and guarantee you conplete security. As |ong
as not hi ng happens to bring the Invid down on us."

"Those horrible creatures,” Yellow said, twi sting up her face.

"Aah, they're not so bad once you get to know them" the chief started to say.

Lancer's friend, Wods, threw hima conspiratorial wink froma corner of the room He was
a handsone young man with a pencil-thin nustache whose taste ran to cal fskin jackets and bl ack
| eather ties. Just now he was hol ding the | arge bouquet of flowers Briggs had brought along for
Yel | ow Dancer. "W know you'll do your best, Colonel," Wods said encouragingly.

Lancer saw the chief's puffy face turn red with enbarrassnent. "You're dam right we
wll."

"And | want to thank you so nuch for the flowers," Yellow gushed, turning away fromthe
mrror nowto flash Briggs a painted snile. "They're lovely."

Briggs leered at her. "Anything for you, Yellow, anything you want."

Scott, Rook, and Rand had reached the third floor of the facility. The duct opened out
into a small area that served as the relay center for the facility's security systens. Scott and
Rand noved in to try to nmake sense of the tangle of wires and switches that covered two full walls
of the room It took several nminutes to |ocate the feeds fromthe security caneras, but the rest
was child's play. Rook unsnapped the clasps on the carry case and began to hand over the devices
Lunk assured them woul d scranble the a/v signals. Scott and Rand quickly attached these to the
feeder cables and set off on the next leg of their cranped journey.

The nap called for a brief return to the air duct systembefore they could enter the
actual storage area. But once through this, they would be free to nove about at w lIl-assum ng
Lunk's devices did the trick. They dropped out of the duct into a naintenance corridor that
encircled the supply roombut had no access to it except for a single el bow conduit |ocated clear
around the back of the building. Rand volunteered to test the effectiveness of Lunk's scranblers
by maki ng faces at one of the surveillance caneras. Wien no sirens went off and no guards cane
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running, the trio figured they were in the clear and decided to use one of the maintenance carts
to convey themto the conduit-an open-topped electric affair with two seats and a singl e headl anp
that brought them around back in a quarter the tinme it would have taken themto wal k.

They stopped at the first el bow conduit and conmenced a careful count. Rook | ooked over
the map, while Scott took charge of noting their position relative to the first nain.

"Under the main line, thirteenth fromthe right," Scott said, recalling the scraw ed
notation on the map. He gestured to an el bow up ahead. "That nust be it."

The conduit was made of |ight-gauge nmetal; it was a good four feet in circunference and
stood at least six feet high fromfloor to right-angle bend. It was held in place by a circul ar
flange, but promi sed to be flexible enough once the bolts securing the flange to the floor were
undone. Rand and Scott took box wenches fromthe tool pouch and i mrediately set to work. At the
same tine, Rook took a coil of rope fromthe cart and began to tie it fast to one of the adjacent
el bows.

When the last of the bolts had been | oosened and rempved, Rook and Scott shoved the
conduit to one side and bent down to peer into the shaft bel ow.

Rand squinted and smled to hinself as his eyes fixed upon the objects of their search
crate after crate of Protoculture canisters, each the size and shape of a squat thernos.

"There's a mountain of it down here," he reported.

Scott gave a tug on the rope Rook had tied to the conduit. "Feels strong enough," he
comrent ed while Rook tied the other end around her waist. "The security systemdown there is stil
operative. You touch anything-the wall, the ceiling, the floor-and you'll trigger it."

Rook sat down and |l et her |egs dangle through the opening. Rand and Scott took hold of the
rope and signaled their readiness. "Al right," she told them "Let's get this over with before
change ny nind."

Yel | ow Dancer's concert was under way. She streaked onto the stage like a conet, with the
band already | aying down the intro to "Look Up!" and the audi ence of several thousand roaring
their appreciation. It was a heavy nessage nunber that had becone sonething of an anthemin the
Sout hl ands, and Yellow |l oved singing it. She stood with her |egs spread apart, one hand on her
hip, holding the nmke |ike an upturned gl ass, her body accenting the beat.

Anot her wi nter's day

Anot her gray reninder that what used to be
Has gone away.

It's really hard to say,

How long we' Il have to live with our insanity;
We have to pay for all we use,

We never think before we light the fuse..
Look up, | ook up, |ook up

The sky is fall-ing!

Look up,

There's sonething up you have to know.
Before you try to go outside,

To take in the view,

Look up, because the sky

Could fall on you..

Yel |l ow | ooked to the stage wi ngs, where the colonel was eagerly trying to stonp his foot
to the music, an ear-to-ear grin on his face, his nmen vigilant throughout the arena.

Loaded down with canisters of Protoculture fished fromthe storage room the electric cart
sped away fromthe nmintenance corridor and entered a stone servi ceway, danp, foul-snelling, and
seem ngly unused for centuries. Rook, still dizzy from her upside-down descent into the storage
room had the map spread open in her lap while Scott drove. In the dimanbient |ight, she tried to
mat ch juncture points in the serviceway with the vague scrawl s indicated on the map. Finally she
told Scott to stop the cart. He got out and began to inspect the stones at eye |level along the
ri ght-hand wall of the corridor

"Shoul d be over here somewhere,” Rook heard hi msay. She watched himlay his hand agai nst
one of the stones, and in a nmonent the wall was opening. Another corridor was reveal ed,
perpendi cular to the first and decidedly downhill.

"And this is supposed to lead to the concert hall?" Rook said uncertainly.
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"Looks to ne like it leads to the dungeon,” Rand said behind her.

Back at the wheel, Scott edged the cart forward into the dark passageway. "Lancer said it
was an escape route constructed by the man who originally had this place built."

"Well, let's hope so," Rook answered himas the stone wall reassenbled itself behind them

The ranp dropped at a steep angle that sorely tested the electric cart's brakes, but the
i mportant thing was that they were |eaving the facility behind.

Rand was encouraged. According to his own cal cul ati ons the passageway was indeed | eadi ng
themin the direction of the arena. "Piece of cake," he said fromhis unconfortable position atop
the Protoculture canisters stacked in the bed of the cart. "W should have taken nore while we had
t he chance. "

"Don't be so smart," Scott said stiffly. "W're not out of here yet."

Rand | eaned forward between the front seats. "What's there to worry about now? The
concert's on, we've got the 'Culture, Lunk'll be waiting for us with open arns..."

"M. Confidence all of a sudden," Rook snorted fromthe shotgun seat. Scott was easing up
on the brakes, and the cart was traveling along at a good clip now. Rook was holding her hair in
pl ace with one hand when the cart's headl anp revealed a solid wall blocking their exit.

"Hold on!" Scott yelled, pulling up on the hand brake.

The rear end of the cart bounced and swerved as the brakes | ocked, but Scott nanaged to
remain in control and brought the vehicle to a halt with roomto spare. The trio regarded the wal
and began to wonder whether they mi ght have missed a turnoff earlier on.

"I didn't see any side tunnels," said Scott. "And according to Lancer's map there's only
supposed to be this one passageway."

"The map's been accurate up to now," Rook added, running her fingers through her tangled
hair. "Where'd we go wong?"

"Maybe we have to give the wall a push or sonmething, like up top," Rand suggested

Scott was just about to step out and have a | ook, when he heard a deep runbling sound
behind him The trio turned to watch hel plessly as a nmassive stone partition dropped fromthe
tunnel's ceiling.

"Now what ?" Scott said after a nonent.

"They nmust be on to us sonehow! " Rook said. But Scott disagreed. "Those a/v scranblers
still have fifteen minutes of life left in them | think we nmust have-"

Scott cut himself off as a new sound began to infiltrate their silent tonb. It began with
a grating sound of stone noving agai nst stone, then softened to a sibilance before gushing | oud
and cl ear.

"Water!" Rand yelled. "W're being flooded!"

CHAPTER NI NE
It was just a case of overconpensation again: W went from having no plan to too nmuch plan
Rand, Notes on the Run

Yel | ow Dancer pranced across the stage, pointing and gesturing to the crowd, swi nging the

m crophone over her head as though it were a lariat. She was in the mdst of a hard driving nunber
now, a flat-out rocker that had the audi ence dancing in the aisles and pressing forward toward the
st age.

Anni e was hel ping this al ong.

"Let's get this party under way!" she shouted from her cranped space near the front.
"Let's get up on stage!"

Yel | ow spied Annie in the crowd and smled while she sang. She threw herself into an
i mpronptu spin, shaking her hips and urging the band to kick up the vol ume sonewhat. She turned
again and | aunched herself across the stage in a kind of Jagger strut, inching her way to ward the
edge with each pass and beckoning the fans to join her

Wods and the col onel | ooked on fromthe w ngs.

"What an incredible perforner,” Briggs was saying. Waods noticed the glint in the
colonel's eye as he watched Yellow twirl herself |ike sone sort of singing acrobat. "She's
amazing...And these kids look like they're ready to junp out of their socks."

The man is practically drooling. Wods |aughed to hinself. "They are beginning to get a
bit out of hand,"” he told Briggs, a forced note of concern in his voice. He notioned to the front
ranks of the audi ence, where the crowds were pushing hard against the security force's armlink
cordon. "Don't you think it would be wise to keep a van ready out back just in case we have to get
Yel | ow Dancer out of here in a hurry?"
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Wods saw Briggs blanch. He called out to one of the nen guarding the stage entrance and
told himbring a van to the rear door, while Wods suppressed a snile and turned to watch Yell ow
strut her stuff.

On the cold stone floor of a small, seldomused room beneath the stage, Lunk sat cross-
| egged, bl owi ng up ball oons. Several hundred of these heliumfilled col ored gl obes had al ready
been inflated and secreted in a conpartnent behind the bandshell itself, but the ones Lunk was

busy preparing had to serve a special purpose. To each grouping of four balloons, Lunk added a
careful ly conceal ed propellant device in addition to a sensor that would allow the four-col or
group to honme in on a prearranged beacon signal transmitted fromthe outskirts of Norristown,
close to the spot where the teamhad | eft the Cyclones and the Veritech

When Lunk had filled the last of the balloons, he craw ed over and shut down the helium
tanks, only then realizing how spaced out he was frominhaling the gas. He glanced at the roomns
brick rear wall and nmoved over to it now, running his hands over the stones and searching for any
signs of the doorway indicated on Lancer's nap of the facility and |inking passageway. But he
could find no evidence of seans or fractures in the nortar. Perhaps it could be opened only from
i nside the tunnel, he thought, checking his watch. He woul d know soon enough, in any case..

The cart turned out to be watertight. Not that this would have been sone wondrous piece of
news under normal circunstances, but given the tunnel trio's present condition it was one of those
small mracles to be thankful for. It nmeant that they were able to remain seated while the water
rose around themrather than have to exhaust themselves trying to remain afloat in water that was
well over their heads. O course, this, too, seened a m nor consol ation

A few four-pack canisters of Protoculture were bobbing about in the cold water, and Rand
was sitting on the front bunper of the cart looking like the world was about to end.

Wi ch was certainly an appropriate enough response, seeing how the water was still pouring
into their tonb with no signs of letting up, and the cold ceiling was only four feet above them
now. But Rook, who sel dom had a good word to say about anything, was trying to cheer Rand up

"C non, pal, try not to get so down in the dunps."

Rand stared at her in disbelief. "Down in the dunps?" he said, gesturing to the room

their situation. "Wat d' ya think, | should be happy about getting a chance to wash up before
di e?"

“It's my fault," Scott told them "I should have considered the possibility that sone of
the ol der defensive systenms would still be operational."

Rook shook her head. "Don't blame yourself, Scott."

"Let 'im" Rand argued. "Why not? He got us into this, didn't he?"

"W got us into this," Rook said, raising her voice.

Scott told themboth to shut up. "Besides, we night get a |lucky break yet."

Rand and Rook waited for an explanation

"I'f the a/v scranblers fade before the water gets much higher, we'll probably get to face
a firing squad instead of drowning."

In the stage wings, the colonel |ooked out at Yellow s screani ng audi ence and swung
harshly to Whods. "If this npb gets any nmore unruly, the Invid are to going to send a few Troopers
in here and we'll have all hell to pay!"

Whods had to agree. Yell ow was supposed to have finished up already, but instead she was
going into yet another encore. The crowds were whipped up into such a frenzy that the arena seened
unable to contain it.

Yel | ow Dancer sensed Wods's concern and turned to himbriefly as she gyrated around the
stage. Where is Scott? she asked herself as the band revved up. She took several giant steps
toward the wings and tried to flash her acconplice a signal, touching her earring and shaki ng her
head as if to indicate that she hadn't heard from Lunk yet.

Wods acknow edged his understanding with a shrug and a slight gesture toward the chief,
who was pacing in the wings |ike a nervous aninal.

Yel | ow brought the nmike up and asked if everyone was all right, holding the nike out to
them as they screamed replies. Again they strained at the security cordon, and several kids
succeeded in making it onto the stage before being scooped up by guards and carried of f. Something
had to be done quickly!

Scott, Rook, and Rand had scarcely a foot of breathing space left, and the water |evel was
still rising. Things had reached the desperate stage a few m nutes before, and now the three of
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themwere in the water pushing up agai nst each and every ceiling stone, praying that one would
gi ve.

"That story about the hero escaping through a | oose stone is just a fairy tale,” Rand was
sayi ng, when his hands felt the stone budge. For a nonent he was speechless, but finally he

managed to gulp out the words: "It noved! The stone noved!"

"She's already gone a half hour overtinme!" the chief shouted to Wods. "I want the concert
wr apped up-and | nean now "

"But | ook at the kids," Wods tried. "They're having the tine of their lives. | nean
after all, when do they ever get a chance to let off a little-"

"Now " the chief said firmy. "Or this will be the |last chance they ever get. Do you
under st and nme?"

Wyods backed away and threw a signal to the control booth: They were to cut the power as
soon as Yellow finished her song..

Lunk, meanwhile, was pacing back and forth in the snmall area beneath the stage. Scott was
way overdue. There were no contingency plans other than to get out of Norristown as quickly as
possi bl e. Annie and Lancer would be all right, but Lunk could be identified by the guards at the
facility tower. But just as he was resigning hinmself to this, he heard sounds of novenent behi nd

him He swung around in time to see his waterlogged friends step through the parted wall. Each of
them was toting Protocul ture canister packs.
"Well, it's about time," Lunk said to them eyeing their soaked clothing. "Wat happened

to you guys-you conme by way of the river, or what?"
"We' || explain later," Scott said hurriedly, already fastening the packs to the ball oon
clusters. "Signal Lancer, and let's get this show on the road."

Yel | ow was aware that the control room and sound personnel had been ordered to cut the
power, so she was mlking the final song for all it was worth, extending the chorus and
encouragi ng the audience to join in, in the hopes that Scott would appear in tinme. But by now she
had done all she could; the band was finishing up with an interninable one-chord w ap-up, and she
was just about to nake the grand |leap that would cut it off. Then she heard a small but
unm st akabl e flashing tone enitted by her left earring. It was Lunk's signal: Scott had nade it!

"Thank you! Thank you, all of you!" Yellow yelled into the m crophone over deafening
appl ause. Yell ow gestured to Annie and watched as she began to worm her way toward the cordon
readyi ng the pass that would adnit her backst age.

People in the crowd were pointing to something in the air now, and Annie got a glinpse of
a skyful of balloons before she disappeared through the door to the stage w ngs.

"I love you!" Yellow added as she | eft the stage.

The plan called for Scott, Rook, and Rand to infiltrate thensel ves anong Yel |l ow Dancer's
reti nue of sidenmen and bodyguards, all of whom had been handpi cked by Wods. At the same tine,
Lunk's role was to see to it that the waiting police van was rendered safe and secure.

This was easily acconplished, thanks to the fact that the guard was nappi ng when Lunk
stole up to the driver's side door. Lunk punmeled the man into a nore lasting sleep. Scott, Rook
and Rand took to the canvas-backed van, while Lunk dragged the guard off to one side and began to
change into the man's police helnet, shirt, and trousers. Annie appeared a nonent |ater, followed
by Yellow, who was clutching two wardrobe suitcases under her arns. The col onel was inside the
arena, waiting patiently at Yellow s dressing-roomdoor for the singer to arrive. Wods's team
meanwhi |l e, had spirited her out a rear entry and was now doing its best to keep things backstage
suitably chaoti c.

"So, you're alive after all,’
her valises up to Scott.

"Never underestinmate the best," Rand said, full of inportance.

Yel | ow gave Rand the once-over and smiled benusedly. "Wy are you so wet?"

"Come on, get in," Rook broke in. "It'll be your bedtine story."

Yell ow clinbed up into the back of the truck, already pulling off the clothes that
separated her from Lancer. Rand threw hinmself in and unfurled the rear canvas drape. Annie ran
around to the passenger seat and settled herself, while a smling Lunk did the sane behind the
wheel . He knew how, ridicul ous he |ooked in the smaller nman's uniformand hel net and coul dn't keep
from | aughi ng.

A nmoment later the truck was screeching away fromthe stage entrance, just short of a
cromd of fans who had found their way back there. Wods stood pleased in the doorway, silently
wi shing Yell ow and her friends a snooth getaway.

Yel | ow said breathlessly, running to the truck and passing

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/TXT%20-%20Jack...0-%20Robotech%2010%20-%20Invid%20Invasion.txt (45 of 71) [2/4/03 10:37:49 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/T X T%20-%20Jack%20M cKinney%20-%20Robotech%62010%20-%20I nvid%20l nvasi on.txt

Back outside the dressing-roomdoor, Colonel Briggs was glancing inpatiently at his watch
and conpl ai ni ng under his breath about how nuch tinme wonen required to change outfits. He
contenpl ated wal king in on Yellow, wondering if he would be able to catch her at a vul nerable
nmoment. The thought was bl ossoming into a Technicol or fantasy when one of his guards ran up to him
and sal ut ed.

"There's been a break-in at the facility,’
cases of Protoculture are mssing."

The colonel's nmouth fell open. "B-but...how?"

"They used some kind of scranblers to disrupt the surveillance caneras and apparently
| owered thensel ves into the storage room from one of the overhead mai ntenance corridors."

Bri ggs grabbed the nan by the | apels and pulled himclose. "How could they get through the
towers? Were all vehicl es searched?”

"Yes, chief, everyone was searched,” the nan nanaged to get out. "They nust have found
anot her way out."

The col onel shook the man, took a few steps, then whirled on himagain. "Search the city!
Set up roadbl ocks! | want them found-alive!"

The staffer saluted. "W'Il do what we can. But nobst of our units are still working crowd
control outside."

"Forget the crowds!" Briggs barked. "Get every man on it."

the staffer reported in a rush. "Thirty-eight

The city's streets were soon filled with police vans-sirens hooting, tearing around
corners in search of a team of sneak thieves. But by this time, Lunk was edging the van out of
town, way ahead of the roadbl ocks the colonel's currently understaffed security force were
attenpting to set up at all possible points of egress.

The colonel's own van screeched to a halt in a cobbl estone square, where it rendezvoused
with three others that were returning fromvarious checkpoints. Briggs |eapt out and approached
one of his lieutenants, demanding all pertinent information

"And don't tell me they' ve disappeared,” he warned the already shaking staffer.

"W have reason to believe that they nade their getaway in a police van," the lieutenant
updated. "So we're in the process of having our nmen check each van they cone across to ascertain
the identity of those inside."

"Good," the colonel said haltingly. Then: "You nmean to tell ne that your nen are out there
searchi ng each other?!'" He was about to say nore, when he heard a small crash behind him as if
sonet hing had fallen froma rooftop. Turning, Briggs saw a cluster of red, yellow, and green
bal | oons wei ghted down by sonethi ng he couldn't make out until he had taken three steps toward it.

"Protocul ture canisters!" he exclai ned, kneeling beside the heliumballoons and their
preci ous cargo. He | ooked up and saw scores nore drifting high over the city on a northeast w nd.
"Gat her up all those balloons," he ordered the |ieutenant. "Shoot them down if you have to!...And
bring me that singer," he hastened to add, thinking back to the concert and its colorful finale..

Bri ggs was hurrying back to his van when a vehicle fromthe facility pulled al ongsi de him

"Have you found then?" he asked eagerly.

"No," the driver answered. "But the Invid Intercessors have arrived at the facility...And
t hey wanna speak to you..."

The getaway truck and the rigged balloon clusters arrived at the transmtter site at the
same tine, a clearing in the woods that fringed the northeastern outskirts of Norristown. The team
hopped out and began gathering up the canisters. Rook and Lancer were heading for the Cyclones
when they heard Annie yell and saw her point
to the sky.

“Invid."

There we a five Troopers, coming in fast fromthe southwest but still several mles off.
Scott told everyone to grab whatever canister packs they could carry and run for the necha.

Lancer, already suited up in battle arnor, headed directly for one of the Cyclones and inserted a
fresh canister into the cylinderlike fuel cell below the necha's engine. He straddled the cycle
and activated the ignition, watching with delight as the power displays came to life, glowing with
an unprecedented brightness. Nearby, Scott was in the cockpit of the Veritech, Lunk attending to
the refueling.

Rook was preparing to power up her red Cycl one when she saw Lancer lift off and
reconfigure to Battle Arnor node. Beside her, Rand was strapping on the |ast of his Cyclone arnor.

"Rand, did you renenber to put in a fresh canister?" she asked him certain he had
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forgotten.

"Ch, right," he returned, and stooped ego insert the fresh pack

"Dimnit," Rook scolded himas she roared off, going to Battle Arnor node a nonent |ater
Rand foll owed her up and through to reconfiguration, and the two of them streaked off to assi st
Lancer, who was going head to head with two Invid Troopers.

Lancer had coaxed the Troopers to the ground and was executing | eaps to avoid pincer
swi pes. Frustrated now, one of the creatures was ready to bring its shoul der cannons into play.

Lancer stepped back when he saw the nuzzles begin to gl ow, Rook and Rand had set down
behind him and the three of themfelt the blast of the first charge.

"Let's not push our luck until the Al pha arrives," Lancer said over the Cyclone's tactica
net .

The two Troopers took to the air, then swooped down for strafing runs. But Rand had tail ed
one of them and | aunched shoul der-tubed Scorpions before the Invid could fire. The Trooper took
two mssiles to the face and went down, |eaking a thick green fluid.

Rook took out a second creature; Lancer dispatched a third that was giving Rand a hard
tinme, bringing the odds nore to everyone's liking by the time Scott got the Veritech up

The two remaining Troopers kept to the ground, dishing out annihilation discs against the
i ncom ng Al pha, but Scott flew undaunted into the fire, loosing the VI's own brand of vengefu
energy. Wth a last-mnute | eap, one of the Invid narrowWy escaped the Al pha's angry red-tipped
m ssiles, but the second stood its ground and suffered for it.

Scott continued his power dive against the fifth and final Invid now, it had put down
again, enptying its upturned cannons against him Scott dropped through the annihilation discs
i ke sone sort of slalomflyer, getting off one shot before pulling out of his dive. But that one
connected, inpacting the Trooper's nidsection and splitting it in half.

Scott banked hard at the top of his clinb and fell away toward Norristown and the enornous
buttes which overshadowed the city. Down bel ow he could discern a long |ine of police vehicles
speeding fromthe city toward the teanls sonewhat ravaged forest clearing.

Hearing Scott's warning over the tac net, Rand, Rook, and Lancer | anded their mecha and
reconfigured to Cyclone node. Annie and Lunk were running around gathering up late-arriva
bal | oonl oads of Protoculture canisters. They took to the police van at Scott's anplified
i nsi stence and sped off followi ng the Cyclones' |lead, the setting sun huge and bl ood-red at their
backs.

CHAPTER TEN

Rook' s hometown [ Trenchtown, fornerly Cavern City] typified an offbeat trend in city planning that
was popul ar between the [First and Second Robotech] Wars. This plan, called the Cbscuro Movenent,
was fornmed as a reaction to threats of invasion, real and inaginary, by Zentraedi, Tirolian
Masters, Invid , or any of a nunmber of self-styled conquerors and terrestrial invaders. Cties
were constructed in the nost unlikely places-on the tops of nesas, the bottom of ravines, the
heart of darkness-anywhere deened unassail abl e by founders and woul d- be | eaders.

"Sout hl ands, " History of the Third Robotech War, Vol. XXl

Rands journal picks up the story:

"W had a good enough junp on Norristown's police force to |lose themw thout too much
hassle. But just to make sure, Scott sawto it that our escape route was w ped out behind us with
a few well-placed mssiles fromthe Al pha. Chances are that nost of the vans turned tail as soon
as they caught sight of the Veritech anyway. W could only guess what the Invid decided to extract
in the way of retribution; at the very | east sonme heads were going to roll."

"W were all feeling great. The Cyclones practically had to be reigned in, thanks to the
fresh infusion of 'Culture. Scott thought that the Invid-manufactured batch was nore powerful than
the 'Culture Earth mecha had been operating on during the |last twenty years. The only thing that
hel d us back was the police van we had conmandeered. But it seened a wi ser idea to accept the
thing's limtations rather than carry Lunk and Annie on the Cyclones or in the fighter. It
continued to puzzle us why the Invid didn't sinply overwhel mus with Troopers; with three Cycs
runni ng at high speed, it should have been easy enough to track us down. But Scott explained that
they had denonstrated the sane sort of tactical shortcomings in previous encounters. | was al ways
trying to press himto el aborate, but he was reticent to talk about Tirol and the other worlds he
had seen.”

"W traveled north for two days al nost w thout |etup, using the scrip Wods had gi ven
Lancer to barter supplies and bedrolls in sone of the settlenments we passed through. The terrain
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was arid and rugged, characterized by buttes and tors and nesas simlar to those around Norristown
but softened by small skyblue | akes and patches of hardwood forest. W nmade our first real canp

al ongsi de one of these cold water |akes. W had conme across a dozen wild cattle earlier on and
shot one for provisions, so we were eating well and getting good rest in the sleeping bags. Scott
ran us through a kind of nutual -appreciation debriefing on the Norristown raid. More and nore we

were beginning to feel like an actual team and not just six individuals on the run."
"I tried to insist that we nmake canp in the woods, but everyone el se was intent on
enjoying the sunlight at the edge of the lake. | put Annie in charge of gathering firewod, and

she kept coming in with nearly petrified pieces of hardwood. (Not that we really even needed the
fire-1 was doing nost of the cooking over a propane stove anyway-but a fire was their idea of
canping out, and | wasn't into spoiling anyone's fun.) Lunk whittled when he wasn't goi ng over the
Cycl one and VT systens. Scott cleaned and naintai ned the ordnance. Lancer was finding it easier
and easier to relax around us, and he would often fall quite naturally into a kind of m dway node
that was part Lancer the freedomfighter and part Yellow Dancer. He had fashi oned a shower for

hi msel f by punching a series of holes in one of our old cook pots. He would bring in water heated
on the fire and pour this into the holed pot he had fastened to an overhead branch. Lunk got a big
charge out of this and once tried to interrupt Lancer while he was showering. It was a pretty

com cal exchange that ended with Lancer calling Lunk "a mndless brute," and Lunk anmazed t hat
Lancer of all people should be nodest."

"Rook was the only one keeping to herself. |I would see her standing al one by the | ake,
absently skimm ng stones across the surface. It was obvious that she had sonething disturbing on
her mnd, but she didn't want to share it with the rest of us. Scott also sensed it. | have since
| earned what the brooding was all about, but back then all | could sense was Rook's uneasi ness and
an inexplicable feeling of hel plessness. The only time the teamdiscussed it was after she had
turned on Annie, who was only trying to entice her to join us around the fire."

"“What d'ya thinks wong with her?" Lunk asked the rest of us."

"“Wonen's nood changes are unpredictable,' Lancer said know edgeably in Yellow s voice. He
had just stepped fromthe shower and was wearing a long yellow terry robe and had his hair up
under a towel wapped turban-style around his head."

"*Just |eave her alone,' | suggested. "She'll cone out of it.' But Scott took issue with
ne. "

""No. This is different.""

"“Let it go,' | started to say, but Scott was already on his feet and off to seek her out.
| felt conpelled to tag along at a discreet distance, probably because | was afraid of Scott's
scoring points where | couldn't."

"Rook was standing near the |ake. She didn't even respond when Scott called her; | saw him
give a small shrug and pull out that hol o-1ocket he wore around his neck-the one Marl ene gave him
shortly before she went down with her ship. | wasn't sure just what he was thinking, but what

bot hered me nost was the idea that Rook's noodi ness was going to have a contagi ous effect on the
team"

“I'n a noment, however, we all had bigger problens to deal with."

"I saw Scott and Rook turn at the same nonent to stare at sonething off in the distance,
so | stepped out fromcover to see what was going on and heard the telltale approach of an Invid
ship even before | saw the thing appear from behind one of the buttes. It was a |large patrol ship,
a rust-brown nunber boasting twice the firepower of a Trooper. | ran back to the fire and started
stonping it out, while Scott and the others headed for the woods. The Invids hadn't spotted us,
and it wasn't likely that a sinple canpfire was going to bring it down, but for all we knew the
patrol ships had now been ordered to incinerate anything that noved. Rook's Cyclone was ny nain
concern; she had thoughtlessly left it by the lake in plain view"

"The patrol ship swept along the shore directly over our snoldering canpfire and headed

out toward the | ake, but suddenly it swung about, its optic sensor scanning the woods. | voiced a
silent prayer that the thing wouldn't spot us, and what seened an eternity later, the Invid
bl asted up and away fromour snall piece of tranquillity."

"“Close one,' | said when the thing had di sappeared. "But it looks like we're safe for the
noment . ' "

"“Uh uh,' Scott said worriedly, shaking his head. "W've got to assune they found us.' He
saw the chagrined | ooked on ny face and hastened to add: "It m ght have gone for reinforcenents-
we'd be foolish to remain here any |longer."'"

"Lunk was taking stock of our surroundings. Bad place to get caught if they nean
business. I'mfor splitting.'"

"“Then let's nmove it," Scott said."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20McKinney/TXT%20-%20Jack...0-%20Robotech%2010%20-%20Invid%20Invasion.txt (48 of 71) [2/4/03 10:37:49 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Jack%20M cKinney/T X T%20-%20Jack%20M cKinney%20-%20Robotech%62010%20-%20I nvid%20l nvasi on.txt

"l knelt down by the remmins of our fire and poked at the coals. “~So much for dinner...""

"Lancer sauntered by ne, dangling an outstretched linp wist fromthe robe's broad sl eeve
and feigning a bored yawn. "Well, it didn't | ook very appetizing anyway,' he m nced."

"Movenent was likely to nake matters worse, but there was high ground nearby that provided
substantially nore in the way of cover. W rode out nost of the afternoon | ooking over our
shoul ders and waiting for Scott's warnings over the tac net, but no Invid appeared. It was
begi nning to | ook as though we hadn't been seen after all, but no one was naking an issue of
havi ng abandoned our canpsite. The air in the highlands was invigorating, and we found an expanse
of conifer forest to call honme for the night. Even Lancer had to adnmit that the steaks were tasty,
and Rook, who had been sullen and lone-riding all day, seened to be com ng around sone."

"I woke up sonetine during the night and noticed that Rook wasn't in her bag. | took a
qui ck |l ook around, counting heads and quickly realizing that Scott had the watch. (Actually, it
turned out that he wasn't on watch at all, but | imagined himabsent, once again falling victimto

a kind of irrational jealousy.) | unzippered nyself fromthe bag, egged on by thoughts of Rook and
Scott cozying it up somewhere in the woods. Just |lean on ny shoulder and tell nme all about it,

Rook, | could al nbst hear Scott saying, when it was ny shoul der she shoul d have been | eaning on!"
"The noon was full and low in the west, casting |ong shadows across ground cushioned with
pi ne needles. To a sound track of insect songs, | stole silently through the trees and spi ed Rook

alone, in a clearing domnated by a tall oak. Her Cyclone was parked nearby; obviously she had
wheeled it away fromthe pack while the rest of us slept. She seenmed to be staring transfixed at
somet hing carved into the trunk, but | was too far back to nake out what it was."

"I heard her say, ~Wiy-why did it happen?' and the next thing | knew she was hopping onto
the Cyclone and noving off. | ran after her and thought about calling her. The word or nane ROW
was carved into the tree trunk. It didn't nean anything to ne, but it had obviously touched off
sonmet hing in Rook. | went back for my Cyclone and pushed it a good hundred yards fromthe woods
before starting it up and going after her."

"It wasn't hard to follow her trail, and there was enough ambi ent nmoonlight for me to tai
her wi thout bringing up the Cyclone's headl anp. Straight off, it was apparent that she knew where
she was goi ng. She cut through the woods in the direction of the nain road, headed north for
several miles, then turned east along a rutted track that coursed over a barren, seem ngly endl ess
stretch of land. She was perhaps a half a mile ahead of ne when | saw her suddenly veer off
sharply to the right for no apparent reason. Fortunately, | thought to cut ny speed sone, because
just short of the spot where she had made her turn | realized that the | and dropped steeply away.
| braked and threw the Cyclone into a sharp turn that brought ne close to the edge of a narrow
chasm scarcely the width of a city block. In the darkness below | could discern two rows of
rui ned buil di ngs backed agai nst the canyon's walls, alnobst as tall as the chasm was deep and
faci ng each other across a single potholed street. Still a good distance ahead of nme, Rook was
di sappearing into a kind of open-faced bunker that projected fromthe land as though it were a
nat ural outcropping. Nearby were the tops of two nassive circular shafts | guessed were exhaust
ports for the city bel ow "

"I twisted the Cyclone's throttle and accelerated into the unlit tunnel, not know ng what
to expect."

"The city was dark and deserted-1ooking, claustrophobic due to the closeness of the canyon
walls but threatening in a way that had nothing to do with the uni queness of its |ocation. Rook

was still unaware of my presence. She had parked her Cyclone hal fway al ong the street, disnounted,
and was now peering into the pernmaplas wi ndow of alighted and apparently occupi ed ground-fl oor
apartment. | think | came close to abandoning ny little ganme just then; the sight of Rook

eavesdr oppi ng on someone called into question ny own position. But | decided to hang in,
rationalizing that | was sinply keeping an eye out in case anyone came wandering in on Rook's
scene. Again, | was too far away to nake out exactly what was going on: | heard Rook say, " Rony,'
as a man in a yellow shirt passed by the window. That at | east explained the tree trunk carving
and Rook's know edge of the area. She had been here before; perhaps was native to the place. A
nmoment |ater | heard Rook's sharp intake of breath. She had turned away fromthe windowas if in
di sbelief."

"My sister Lilly?" she asked softly."

"Rook took a few backward steps, straddled the Cyclone, and roared off. | stonped ny necha
into gear and followed. | had all intentions of catching up to her now and having a heart-to-
heart, but suddenly there were three nore vehicles in the street, tearing out in front of Rook
froman alleyway that ended at the canyon wall. They were solid-hubbed Harley choppers with twin
front headlights, dressed down for rough and ready street riding. The riders were of the sane il k-
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Mohawked, shaved-skulled, naniacal. They were chasing down two young women, taunting, gesturing,
and ot herwi se cat-and-nousing them | saw the Mhawked rider conme al ongsi de and douse themwith
beer fromthe bottle he was carrying. Then, when one of the wonmen fell-a cute brunette in knee
boots and a full skirt-the riders began to circle her, revving their bikes and pronmising a w de
variety of injustices. The only helneted rider had taken hold of the second wonan and was grabbi ng
what he coul d, heedless of the fury of her fists.

"Rook, neanwhile, had edged her bike up to the perineter of the riders' circle; now, as
they were making grabs for the downed girl, she switched on the Cyclone's headlight and brought it
to bear on the group. Stunned, the riders brought hands up to shield their eyes.

"*You Snakes haven't changed a bit,' Rook growl ed. She turned the front wheel aside so the
bi kers could get a | ook at the hand blaster she had trained on them “Well, now don't tell ne
you' ve forgotten ny face...'"

"The Mohawked rider, who | now noticed had a blue heart tattooed on his left arm squinted
and scowl ed. "Wy, it's Rook!"'"

"The two wonen broke free of their pursuers and ran to stand by Rook's Cycl one, one of
them crying hysterically."

"*1 suppose you degenerates have overrun the whol e place since |I've been gone,' Rook
continued. "

"The outlaw riders | ooked at one another and said nothing. Finally, they |aughed and t ook
of f, warni ng Rook that she had made a big m stake in com ng back."

"“Skull's right,' | heard one of the wonen say to Rook. “You better split. The wars aren't
li ke before. The Red Snakes have five tinmes as nmany nenbers now. '"
"“Five times?...ls Rony doing anything about it? Are the Blue Angels still around? "

"“Broken up,' the other woman said between sobs. "They've fallen apart. Rony spends al
his time with...""

"“Say it, Sue-l already know. '"

" Your sister,' Sue said, |lowering her head. "He can't fight them alone. No one can

"The canyon wi dened sonme at its eastern end, where there was a surprisingly well kept
park. Rook spent the rest of the night there-what little there was left of it-still unaware that |
wasn't fifty feet away fromher. In the nmorning a small van drove into the park; a nondescript-
| ooking guy and a girl who couldn't have been nore than fifteen stepped out, opened up the back
and, for an hour or so, sold and refilled canisters of propane gas for what appeared to be steady
custoners. Rook watched for sone time wthout revealing herself, until the |last custonmer had been
served and the duo was getting ready to pack up and leave. O course it occurred to ne that these
two might be Rony and Rook's sister, Lilly, but I had no way of being sure until Rook opened her
mout h. "

"On foot, she had noved her Cyclone to the top of a wi de stone staircase that overl ooked
the coupl e's business area and signal ed her presence by starting up the necha. The man | ooked up
at the sound and said, "W the heck...? then, “Rook!' full of excitenment."

"But she returned a cold sneer. "Rony, how the heck could you just let the Snhakes take
control of this place? she demanded."

"“\Wel cone back,' Rony said, nonplussed."

"“Sue tells me there's five tinmes as many of themas there used to be.

"1 worried about you, Rook.'"

““Liar!' she shot back. "1'Il bet you were real worried about ne when Atilla and his
Snakes were stonping the hell out of me in a runble you and the rest of the Angels never
attended! """

"* Rook-"'"

"*How could you have done that to me, Rony?' Rook said; sobbing now. “If you only knew
what they did to ne...there was no way | could stay here after that.'"

"While all this was going on, | saw the girl walk out from behind the van, her hand to her
mouth in a startled gesture. Now she spoke to Rook through sobs of her own."

"“You don't understand-it wasn't like that at all!' she began."

"Rook' s younger sister! | thought. She bore al nbst no resenbl ance to her blond sibling.

Lilly was raven-haired and petite, dressed in a pleated white skirt and a sinple burgundy-col ored
sweater."

"“Rony didn't run away-he tried to help you, but he was anbushed by the Red Snakes. They
beat himup so bad, he couldn't walk for a nonth. It was the Snakes' plan all along to make it
seem | i ke Rony deserted you. They knew you woul d | eave the Angels, and w thout you, the Angels
were nothing. So when you left, everything fell apart.'"
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"Rook wore a confused | ook now. "

"“That's enough,' Rony was telling Lilly."

"“Please don't blame him' said Lilly. "He searched all over for you.'"

"Rook | ooked fromone to the other, former lover to sister."

"“Why should | believe you?' she asked. "“Either of you!'"

"Lilly took a step closer. "Besides, you can't expect Rony to take on the Snakes al one."'
She motioned to the delivery van and to Rony, who was tight-lipped and, | think, enbarrassed by
the scene. "We're trying to build a life for ourselves, Rook. Rony isn't going to do the stupid
things he used to do. He's...he's grown up.'"

"I thought Rook was going to take offense at the remark, but she didn't. In fact, | could
see that she was no | onger angry."

"“Sure the Snakes are an evil bunch,' Lilly continued. "But if you don't give thema
reason to fight, they mind their own turf. Romy's not holding back because he's a coward, but for
the good of everyone.'"

"Rook smiled. “So you're holding back, are you, Rony?'"

"I"'mnot sure just what was on Rook's m nd-naybe the idea that Rony was al so hol di ng back
the affection he still had for her. In any case, Lilly answered yes for him and Rook said that
she was beginning to understand. | guess it took a bookwormto make him see the light,' she
directed at Lilly."

"Lilly was about to say somnething, when one of the girls Rook had rescued appeared at the
top of the staircase. Sue, if | recall.’

"“You've got to run for it, Rook!' she said, out of breath. “The Red Snakes are all over
Trencht own | ooki ng for you!'"

"I saw Rook grin. "Great!' she said, engaging the Cyclone. She asked Rony if the Snakes
still hung out at sonething she naned " Hi ghways.' Romy nodded warily. "~ Rook, you're not thinking
of -'"

"“It's what |'ve been waiting for,' she told him 'Revenge!"'"

"She stonped the Cyclone into gear and raced off, leaving all of us wondering if we would
ever see her again."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

"No one can dispute the acconplishnent. The very fact that they undertook the journey !to Reflex
Point] is in and of itself a nmeasure of their courage and commitnent; the very fact that they
journeyed so far through such hostile territory a testament to their skills. But someone needs to
point out the troubles the journey stirred up for those along the way. Can anyone name one
Sout hl ands settlenent that survived their [the Bernard team s] wake?"

Breetai Tul, as quoted in Zeus Bellow, The Road to Reflex Point

"l decided to show nmyself after Rook split. | brought the Cyclone to life and pulled out fromny
pl ace of conceal nent in the bushes, surprising the hell out of Rony and Lilly. | popped a snal
wheelie for effect and screeched to a halt, allowing the tail end to slide around to where Rony
stood with his nouth hal f-open

""Well, don't just stand there waiting for flies to land,' | said to him 'Hop on and
let's give her some backup support.'"

"Rony flashed Lilly a | ook that comuni cated several dozen things at once and clinbed on
I could tell that Lilly wanted to hold himback, but she knew better than to try. Romy had to get

this out of his systemfor his sake as well as Rook's. | nean, nobody |ikes to be thought of as a
Khyron, even if it was all a m sunderstanding."
"Cavalierly, | nodded to Lilly and powered the Cyclone up the staircase, getting a rise

out of the fact that Rony was white-knuckling the seat grips all the while. | have to adnmit that I
I'i ked i npressing woul d-be notorcycle toughs Iike Rony; they were an all too frequently encountered
breed in the wastes, and | was bored to tears by them™

"Once up top, | asked Rony about this "H ghways' place Rook had nentioned; he shouted
directions into nmy ear, and | wisted the Cyc's throttle, letting it open up al ong the undamaged
sections of roadway that |ed back to the narrow heart of the city."

"It must have been about this time that the three Invid paid a call on Scott and the
others. | had been wondering what they had nade of our di sappearance from canp. Perhaps they
figured we had run off together or just decided that individually we had had enough of Scott's
search for Reflex Point. As it canme out later, Annie was all for going out to | ook for us, but
Scott felt differently. "I prefer not to meddle in people's private affairs,' is how Annie told nme
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he had put it. But | guessed correctly that they had opted to hang in for another day, thinking
that we would find our way back to them There was a good chance they woul d have literally passed
ri ght over Trenchtown on their way north, but strangely enough, Scott found his own way to the
city in the canyon-with a little help fromthe Invid, that is."

"They came swoopi ng down on the canp early in the norning, laying waste to that beautifu
patch of forest. Woever was in charge had elected to send in the big guns again: conbat ships
like the one we had seen after our run-in with the black bear. The team had no chance to hit back
only take cover and keep their heads down. The other thing |I |earned afterward was that neither
the Al pha nor Lancer's Cyclone was activated or otherw se engaged before the attack, which
suggested that the conbat units had a neans of zeroing in on Protoculture even when it wasn't
bei ng tapped for energy."

"Scott did nanage to nake it to the Al pha, though. He brought up the VT's power and
| aunched before the Invid reduced the canp to a fiery ruin, but apparently that was only the first
of his woes. The three aliens formed up on his tail and went after himw th an unprecedented fury,
| ayering the zone above the forest with unforgiving streans of annihilation discs: Wen Scott
glinpsed Trenchtown's canyon, he saw his out; he led the Invid down into the seem ngly deserted
city, intent on battling themthere."

"C osing on Hi ghways, | heard what | then thought was thunder but |ater |earned were the
det onations of the eight heat-seekers Scott had dunped on one of the Invid ships."

"Hi ghways turned out to be the headquarters of the Red Snakes. It was on the roof of a
skeletal fifteen-story building, reached by a series of jerry-rigged ranps that connected it with
an adj acent (and equally devastated) ten-story parking garage. Rony and | arrived a few nonents
after Rook, who was braving it out on her own against nore than a dozen outlaw bi kers. At the
center of the group stood the Snakes' main nan, a nean-looking hul k naned Atilla. He must have
stood six six and weighed in at two eighty, nost of which was pure nuscle. He had a pot, |ike nost
of these rogue | eaders do, and affected a getup that was part street, part costume, including
arm ess goggles no |arger than bottlecaps he had had stitched to his eye sockets, black |eather
wri st bands, shin guards and knee pads fashioned to resenbl e poised cobras, and a kind of pointed,
twi n-horned Vikinglike hel met and cow conbination. There was a |arge S enbl azoned on the front of
his sleeveless T-shirt, and he had a face not even a nother could |love, with a nose that was w de
and flattened from countl ess breaks."

"“I've gotta admt it, Rook,' he was saying as we pulled up. "You got a lotta guts. It's
just too bad you ain't got the brains that go along with it.""

"At that, Atilla gestured to his assenbl ed pack, and they responded with the appropriate
litany of hoots and hollers. The inplication was cl ear enough: Rook was about to receive a
stonpi ng that would make the first seemlike a |love fest."

"1 didn'"t think you had it in you, Rook,' Atilla added."

"But if Rook was at all worried at that nonment, she had nme fool ed. Somewhere al ong the way
she had suited herself up in Cyclone battle arnmor. But even so, she | ooked vul nerable, straddling
her bike, glaring right back at them her blond hair nussed by the wind."

"'1'"d say you're the one who's the coward. Snake Eyes,' she fired back. “You're nothing
wi thout this army of slugs you call a tribe.""

"During this little exchange we were parked on the renai ns of a roof bal cony, above and
behi nd Rook. Ronmy was eager to go down to her, but | told himto hang back a noment nore, at |east
until the rules were laid down."

"“You're M. Mean,' Rook was saying, 'only because you've got the odds on your side, and
not one of these rogues has the balls to challenge your position. But | think you' re hollow to the
core, and | canme back here to tell you that."'"

"This was the same Rook | had fallen in love with that day in Pops's biker bar...And
unless Atilla was a | ot quicker than the scuz she had seen to there, he was soon to be one sorry
rogue, and | knewit."

"To Rook's taunts, Atilla returned sonething befitting his intellect-sonething |ike: 'Ch
yeah? Prove it!'-before she got down to the challenge."

"*Just you and ne,' she told him “~One on one, right here in front of all your boys. And
"Il even make it easy for you. W won't even fight; we'll just have a chicken race.""

""Arace?" Atilla roared laughingly. "1 thought we were gonna have sone fun.

"Rook grinned and said, “The beam' pointing to something off to her left."

"This brought a real chorus of cheers fromthe spectators. | didn't understand what she
was tal ki ng about until Rony showed ne what the beamwas. It was either the renmains of a bridge
that had once |inked H ghways with the building across the street or a collapsed structural nenber
fromone of the two buildings. In any case, it was no nore than foot wi de and now ran roof to roof
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nore than one hundred and fifty feet above the city's main street. But that wasn't all: The beam
was not entirely straight. Mdway along was a bend and a slight dip-fromwho knew what-to test the
mettle of any rider. Reaching the beamfirst was only part of the game; reaching the other roof
was sonething el se again. It was obvious fromeveryone's reactions that the beam was one of
Trenchtown's rites of passage, an initiation that had certainly ended in nore than one death."

"While | was taking all of this in, Rony was dismunting fromthe Cyclone. ' W can't |et
her go through with this,' he told me, showing an intense anger that alnost led me to reeval uate
my initial inmpression of him"

"Atilla, neanwhile, was doing his best to back away fromthe chall enge w thout | osing
face. He pointed out to his assenbl ed buddi es that what he had envi si oned was a genui ne physica
m X-up with Rook-w nner taking all, so to speak-and they were buying it."

"“Let's pluck this chicken now' he shouted, |eering at Rook."

"l could understand his msgivings, but if I were himl would have been pointing out the
fact that Rook's Cyclone was not only faster than his old Kani kaze but capabl e of reconfiguring
and actually flying across to the opposite roof should Rook m sjudge the beamitself. Well,
per haps he had never seen a Cyclone before, | thought."

"Ronmy and | were standing side by side on the roof bal cony now. Below, Atilla and his Huns
were beginning to take a fancy to the idea of junping Rook's bones, so | decided it was tinme for
us to show our colors, pulled out the hand H 90, and fired off a quick vertical burst for the boys
that stopped them dead in their tracks.

"“Stay where you are!' | warned them feeling a little like Atilla with the bl aster
backing up nmy threats. “The two of themfight it out alone, just like the lady says.' Rook was
nore surprised by ny sudden appearance than any of them | figured that by backing her | was doing
alittle better than Rony, who was now urging her to give up the idea. H's presence elicited as
many comments fromthe Snakes as Rook's idea of riding the beamhad. It seened that the forner
| eader of the Blue Angels was not very well thought of in the Snakes' side of town."

"“Don't worry, Rony, | won't blowit,' Rook was saying, not entirely successful at hiding
her concern. “Let's just say ny riding skills have inproved a lot.' She | ooked hard at Rony and
t hanked him for standing by her. “~Com ng back here was a good thing,' she said, smling. | think
it cleared ny head of a, lot of bad nmenories. Mre than you'll ever know...'"

""Rook,' Rony started to say."

"“I'"mcounting on you to take care of Lilly,' Rook added, activating the Cyc."

"l wal ked down the stairs and casually aimed the blaster in Atilla's direction. "~You gonna
run this race, or what?' | asked him unsure about ny next nove should he refuse.”

"The Snakes threw words of encouragenent to their |leader, and Atilla stepped forward to
accept the challenge. Rony cerenoniously handed Rook her hel met, and some of the Snakes ran to the
edge of the roof for a better view of the race."

"Things got under way w thout the prelinminaries and fanfare that usually characterize such
events; Rook and Atilla positioned their machines on either side of a flag bearer, maybe a hundred
feet fromthe beam The starter, a shaved-skull Snake in T-shirt and fatigues, junmped up and
brought the flag down with a shout. The two machi nes patched out and headed for the beam Again, |
t hought | heard di stant thunder but nade nothing of it."

"I had noticed Atilla give the red Cyc a disnissive once-over before the flag dropped and
figured he would be in for a surprise. But | was the one surprised: The old Kani was a rea
sl eeper and nust have conceal ed a turbocharger somewhere within its works, because Atilla beat
Rook off the line and stayed a half |ength ahead of her for the first fifty feet. In fact, I'm
pretty sure Snake Eyes would have hit the beam neck and neck with Rook if fear hadn't revealed his
own true colors."

"Just shy of the beam he gl anced over at Rook, saw that she wasn't about to yield an inch
and bail ed out, bouncing and sliding all the way, his cycle plunmeting over the edge and expl odi ng
when it hit the street."

"Rook rode the beamlike a pro. She told ne later that at no tine did she even consider
using the necha's capabilities to save herself fromwi ping out. | ran forward to the edge of the
roof, along with everyone el se who was appl audi ng her feat, including nore than a few Snakes. The
| oyal nmenbers of the gang were ministering to their bruised and road-cashed | eader, who knew, |
t hi nk, that many nore chall enges would soon be coming his way."

"Rook had raised the faceshield of the helnmet and was wavi ng back to us when | realized
that that distant thunder was no | onger either distant or thunder. And an instant |ater, we saw
Scott streak overhead in the Al pha, pursued by two Invid conbat ships. The Snakes began to freak
and scatter for cover. | turned and heard one of them shout: "~They found out about the
Protoculture | stole! They're gonna bl ow us apart!'"
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"I 1 ooked back at Rook in tinme to see her spin the Cyc through a 360, accelerate along the
roof, and | aunch herself into Battle Arnmor node. This was | ost on nobst of the Snakes, but |
noticed Atilla staring at the transformed Cyclone like he had just w tnessed sone kind of
mracle."

"Rook put down on a roof a few blocks down the canyon, raised the nmecha's cannon, and took
out one of the ships. Scott, at the same tine, had thrown the VT into a booster clinb and was now
falling back down upon the second, unleashing a rain of six nmissiles to deal with the thing. The
Invid dropped itself to street |evel, dodging as best it could, but ultimtely took one of the
heat - seekers full force and spun out of control, inpaling itself on a spiked piece of construction
infrastructure. You woul d have thought Rook and Scott had planned it that way."

"After the action died down, | used the Cyc's tac net to notify Scott that his errant
troops woul d be home soon; we made plans to rendezvous on the north road."

"I didn't have any doubts about Rook's bidding a swift good-bye to Trenchtown, even though
some wongs had now been redressed and sone old worries laid to rest. But | knew also that there
was still a scene that had to be played out with Ronmy, and | was anxious to see it."

"The four of us-me, Rook, Romny, and Lilly-got together for eats at his place. Snmall talk
for the nmost part; Romy made no mention of Rook's staying on in Trenchtown, and we nade no nention
of Reflex Point, Lancer, or the others.

"“Rook, it's been so good seeing you again,' Lilly said as we were preparing to shove off.
I just can't tell you...If it hadn't been for your courage, the Snakes would still be ruling this
city...' She started getting weepy about then, and it nade Rook angry."

"“What on Earth are you crying about?' Rook said, putting her hands on the smaller woman's
shoul ders. Wen Lilly exchanged | ooks with Rony, Rook caught on and |ightened up. "“Hey, don't
worry about nme,' she told Lilly. "There's a person in ny life now who neans a lot to ne...""

"I was | eaning against the building with ny hands behind ny head when she suddenly turned
to ne. 'Rand,' she said, leadingly and with a sweetness that didn't fit her. She cane over and
took hold of my arm finding a pressure point in nmny wist at the sane tine. “~Cone on, give ne a
kiss |like you always do.' Under her breath, she told me to pretend to be her honey or else. "Kiss
me on the cheek-and nmake it | ook good,' she added."

"Ronmy and Lilly were watching with a m xture of bernusenent and antici pati on, and Rook was
standi ng there, offering ne her left cheek Iike she was nmy aunt or sonething, so | did what | had
to do to nake it | ook good! | took hold of her upper arnms and pulled her to ne before she even had
a chance to close her nouth. | didn't hold her |ong, and she kept her eyes wide for the duration
not returning the favor, but it was | ong enough to bring a scarlet blush to her cheeks."

""Rook is ny baby and always will be," | told Rony over Rook's shoul der, putting some bass
in ny voice to keep fromlaughing. “Cone on, honey. Let's get back to the ranch,' | said as
mounted my Cyc."

"Rook clinmbed on her necha without looking at ne. Lilly started to say sonething, but Rook
just said goodbye and notored off. | did the same, leaving Rony and Lilly in the street, his arm
draped over her narrow shoul ders."

"When | cane al ongsi de Rook, she flashed ne the anger she didn't want to show in front of
her sister, and | decided to have sone fun with it. “You kiss pretty well for such a tough gal,' |
ri bbed her."

"*That was supposed to be the cheek, dirtbag.

"*Jeez, I'msorry...|l must have m sunderstood or sonething..."

"' Pea brain! Degenerate!"'"

"l laughed, then tried to switch tracks. “~What about your fol ks, Rook?' | asked her. “Are
they still living in this hole? | was sincere about it; Rook's past was ny way into her present.”

"But she just shook her head and nade for the conduit, not bothering to | ook behind."

CHAPTER TVELVE

The book Lunk had promised to deliver was called Inherit the Stars, a piece of speculative fiction
witten by the noted twentieth-century British author and inventor Janes P. Hogan and first
published in 1977. It was the first in a series of novels that dealt with humankind's contact with
an alien race indigenous to Ganynede (the Ganyneans), who in many ways were the antithesis of the
Opteran | nvid.

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

When they were reunited and on the road north once again, it was business as usual. Four hundred
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mles north of Trenchtown the team was attacked by five Invid Troopers, which they disposed of

al rost wi thout breaking stride. Scott took out the first two fromthe Al pha and left the rest of
the work to the three Cyclones, piloted by Rook, Rand, and Lancer, who had by now becone a finely
honed unit. There had been no signs of Pincer ships for several days, and though the Troopers were
bot hersone, they posed no real threat provided that each one glinpsed was accounted for on the
battl efiel d.

The desert terrain helped themto easily spot the Troopers. They had left the highlands
behi nd. Gone were the forests and m sshapen buttes of those plateaus, as well as the cool air and
sparkling rivers they had conme to take for granted. But this was not true desert, waterless and
unforgiving, but rather a broad expanse of arid lowand, with solitary flat-topped nmesas to break
the nonotony of the horizon and enough spring-fed | akes to support a wi de assortnent of
settlenents.

Lunk, denanding equal -tinme benefits after Rook's "dalliance in the Trench"-Rand's words-
was calling the shots on the | atest detour along the way. The group was headed toward a town
call ed Roca Negra, sixty nmiles west of the north road and said to be a conmunity that had managed
to retain an old-world charm

The team had an overview of the place now fromthe tableland a few nmiles east. Roca Negra
| ooked neat and conpact, enlivened by groupings of cottonwood and eucal yptus trees, and lent a
certain drama by the nesa and rounded peaks that all but overshadowed it. Scott nmade a pass over
the town in the Al pha, the VI's deltalike shadow paralleling the course of the main road, and
reported his sightings. There was a large circular fountain and plaza central to the town, with an
assortment of rustic-style buildings grouped around it and the few streets that radiated out from
the hub like the spokes of a wheel. Scott could nake out tile roofs and cobbl estone streets, a
church steeple, and a nunber of people, sonme of whomwere staring up at the Veritech, while others
ran off to informthe rest of the townsfolk.

Lunk smled at the thought of the place and urged the van along with added throttle. Annie
was next to himin the shotgun seat. It was the sane police van they had conmandeered in
Norristown, but Lunk had renoved the canvas top and given the thing an olive-drab onceover in
menory of the beloved APC he had had bl own out from under himin the highlands. Lancer, Rook, and
Rand fl anked the truck on their Cycl ones.

"l sure hope we'll be able to get sonme food in this town,
message. "I'm starved!"

Lunk flashed her a bright-eyed smle and told her not to worry, then turned to Rand, who
had come al ongside on the driver's side of the van

"What's so special 'bout this place?" Rand shouted into the wind. "You been here before?"

Lunk shook his head, maintaining the smle.

"Then why are we stopping here?" Annie demanded, joining in.

Lunk reached back and pulled a worn paperback book fromthe rear pocket of his fatigues,
holding it out the window for Rand's inspection.

"To make good a pronise | made to a friend a year ago,"” Lunk said to both of them "To
deliver this book."

Rand gazed at the thing but couldn't nmake out nuch, except that it was aged, yellowed, dog-
eared, and snudged. Soneone had thought to wrap the book in protective plastic, but too late to

Anni e said after Scott's

preserve the cover illustration
"What sort of book is it?" Rand asked.
Lunk pulled the book in and regarded it. "I really don't know!| haven't read it. But it

was i nmportant enough to ny buddy for himto ask me to bring it to his father if |I ever got the
chance. "

"Well, why didn't your buddy deliver it hinself, if it's so inportant?"

"I wish he could...'

Rand saw Lunk's smile fade and asked hi mabout it.

"I't was during the Invid invasion,"” Lunk began. "My friend was on recon patrol, and | was
detailed to rendezvous with himfor the extraction. Wien | found him he was trying to get away
froma couple of Shock Troopers, and | could see he was wounded. They bl asted himagain while

|...sat and watched. How he could get up and run after that |I'Il never know, but he did, and
started for the APC. | thought there might still be a chance, but the Invid caught up with him
before I could nmove in, and he didn't have a prayer."

Anni e could see that Lunk was torturing hinself with the nmenory but kept still and all owed

himto finish. Was this what he had run fronf Annie wondered, recalling conments uttered nonths
ago when they had first net.
"He called out to ne," Lunk was saying. "Calling ne to cone get him but there was nothing
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I could do. The Invid had spotted the APC and started after me, and | had no choice but to nake a
run for it.

"I don't even renmenber how | got away fromthem..But | can still hear ny buddy's voice
com ng over the net, as loud and clear today as | heard it then, calling ne to help him | can't
forget..."

Lunk's face was beaded with sweat, and Anni e fought down an urge to hold him But he was
through it now and sort of shaking hinmself back to the present, |ooking hard at the book again.

"This had some special meaning for him | suppose. The one thing he wanted nost was for
his old man to have it. | prom sed on the day he went out..."

"Ch, Lunk," Annie broke in, touching his armlightly. "You've been carrying nore than that
book around, haven't you? | feel so bad..."

Rand | ooked in through the driver's side and noticed Annie crying. "Lunk," he said all of
a sudden. "We've got a book to deliver. So let's get on it!"

Lunk saw Rand wrist the Cyclone's throttle to wheelie the necha into | ead position. He
snmiled to hinmself, thankful for the conpany of his friends, and pressed his foot down on the van's
accel erat or pedal

Roca Negra had a secret of its own, a dirty little secret conpared to the one Lunk wore
like a scarlet letter. But no one on the teamwas aware of this just yet; the only thing
i mredi atel y obvious was that the town seened deserted despite Scott's recent clains to the
contrary.

"Where is everybody?" Lancer said to Rook and Rand as the three Cyclones entered the enpty
pl aza.

"What' d you expect-the wel come wagon?" Rook asked sarcastically. "After all, we didn't
tell them Yell ow Dancer was coming to town. It's probably just siesta tine."

Rand took a | ook around the circle, certain he saw peopl e ducki ng away fromthe open
wi ndows and pulling shutters closed on others. Even the central fountain was deserted, but the
danp earth around it suggested that people had been there a short tine ago. "You don't find this a
bit strange?" he asked Rook.

"You're both imagining things," she said. "It's not like this hasn't happened before.

Besi des, there are two kids right over there," she added, pointing to two young boys munchi ng on
appl es near by.

Rand rel axed sonewhat at that and swung his necha into a second |l ap around the well. He
began to take stock of the buildings now and realized that his expectations had been way off base.
Instead of the stucco and terra-cotta village he had envisioned, Roca Negra was |i ke sonething
lifted fromwhat used to be called England. The architecture was of a style he had heard referred
to as Tudor, with mullioned wi ndows, tall gables, nogging and tinber facades, and steeply pitched
tiled roofs. "How about giving me a bite?" he heard Annie shout to the kids as the van drove past
them Then he spotted the restaurant: Josh's Café, according to the sign above the curved
entryway.

Rook, Lancer, and Lunk followed Rand's | ead, but only Lunk noved in to investigate. There
were tables and chairs set up out front but no one on the scene to serve them

"Bring ne some pepperm nt candies!" Annie shouted to Lunk

Lunk turned briefly to acknow edge her, and when he swung around, there was a mnustachi oed
man standing in the restaurant's barroom sw ngi ng doors.

"The restaurant is closed during the energency,"” the nman began. He spoke with a Spani sh
accent and wore an apron and work shirt nore suited to the trades than to the food biz, but he was
gesturing Lunk to halt in a way that suggested he owned the place. "Qur communicati ons have been
cut, and we're short on supplies of all kinds. The indications right now are that we'll be cl osed
for about a nonth."

"But we've traveled such a long way!" Annie shouted out the open top of the van
di sappoi ntnment in her voice. "W haven't had a decent neal in weeks."

"l told you what the situation is,"” the man fired back, raising his fist. Lunk was taken
aback by the gesture. The man was slight, but his dark eyes were flashing with an anger that
seenmed to add to his aspect. "There's nothing | can do about it. W have no food to feed you. |
suggest that you try the next town."

The nman had noved past Lunk and was now overturning the café chairs and placing themlegs
up on the table. Lunk followed him deciding to steer clear of the food issue for a nonent and
inquire as to the whereabouts of Alfred Nader, his dead friend's father. But the sinple question
seermed to unhinge the restaurant owner, who dropped one of the chairs at the nmention of the man's
nane.
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"What're you getting so upset about?" Lunk asked, concerned but not yet suspicious. "I
only want to know how | can find Al fred Nader's house. |Is that too much to ask, or are you as
short on information as you are on food?"

The owner averted Lunk's penetrating gaze and busied hinself righting the chair. "You nust
have the wong town," he said distractedly. "I know everyone in town, and there's nobody naned
Nader living here."

"But you must have heard of him" Lunk pressed. "Al fred Nader?...

“I tell you I never heard of him" the man said, raising his voice and novi ng back toward
the swi ngi ng doors. "Now go away and | eave ne al one!"

"This is weird," Lunk said, turning around to face Rand and the others. "This guy tells ne
Al fred Nader doesn't live here. But he's lying, |I'msure of it." Lunk took a | ook back at the
doorway and wal ked to the van. "Wy the heck would he lie like that?"

"Sonet hing stinks," said Lancer. "Nader's here. We're just going to have to find himon

our own.
"We'll split up,” Rook suggest ed.
"Al'l right, I'lIl go with Lunk," said Rand, already clinbing into the van's shotgun seat.
"We' Il neet in an hour by the bridge outside town."

Lunk thanked his friends for their support and got behind the wheel. He swung the van
around and headed it out of the plaza, followed closely by Rook and Lancer, who both ignored
Annie's attenpts to teamup with them

"Well, screw you guys!" she yelled as they roared off; then she spied Rand's untended
Cycl one and sm | ed broadly.

Lunk and Rand headed up one of the streets |leading fromthe plaza. There were a few people
about, but w thout exception they disappeared as the van approached. Shutters slamed over head,
wonren carried their children indoors, and nen shouted threats fromthe darkness of interior
spaces. Much to Rand's surprise, Lunk seened to know his way.

"My friend used to tell ne all about this place," Lunk explained, a bit nostalgic. "He'd
tell ne all about his father, about how his old nan was a big shot in town-a politician or
sonet hi ng. "

"And t he restaurant owner never heard of him huh?" Rand said know ngly. "Wat are they
trying to cover up?"

"There's supposed to be a bakery sonewhere along this street," Lunk said, |eaving Rand's
questi on unanswered and | ooking around. "There it is," he said a nonment later. "A few nore
| andmarks and | night be able to find ny way to Nader's house w t hout anybody's help."

Rand was silent while Lunk took one turn after another, the pattern of disappearances and
threats unbroken. "You know, sonething just occurred to ne," he said to Lunk when they had reached
the outskirts of town. "Maybe they're trying to protect Nader.”

"How do you nmean?" Lunk asked, pulling the van over.

Rand turned to him "These people don't know us. For all they know we could be
synpat hi zers. |f Nader was a politico, he could be in trouble."

"Wth who?"

Rand shrugged. "The Invid, for starters."”

The rest of the team having net with the sane reception, had abandoned their search and
were killing time at the edge of town, waiting for Lunk and Rand to show up. Rook was on her feet,
| eani ng al nost casual | y agai nst the stone wall of the bridge. Lancer and Annie were sitting on the
grassy enbanknment above the stream

"Lunk and Rand have got to pass by here eventually," Lancer was telling the others.

Rook agreed. "We're better off just waiting for them But one of us is going to have to
find Scott. Were do you think he put the Al pha down?...Hey! A truck!" she said suddenly. "Maybe
the driver can shed sone light on this thing."

Annie turned to glance at the truck. "Looks l|like they're stopping."

No one nmoved as the truck came to a halt on the bridge. They had seen two nen in the cab
and were | ooking there, when without warning a third man junped fromthe canvased rear. |t took
them a monent to realize that he was wearing a gas mask and what | ooked |ike a tw n-tanked
oxyacetylene rig on his back. And by the tine they had nade sense of this it was too late: The man
had brought the rig's torch out front and rel eased a foul -snelling, eye-smarting gas into their
m dst.

Al nost i medi atel y Rook and Lancer began to cough uncontrollably. Beneath the cloud and
consequently sonewhat |ess affected by it, Annie tried to slide down the enmbanknment and reach the
stream But the gas's effects caught up with her; she felt a searing pain work its way toward her
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I ungs and doubled up into a fit of coughing. The cloud was as dense as snoke, but she could

di scern that several other men had followed the | ead man fromthe back of the truck. They, too
had gas masks on, but they al so earned bats and clubs. Just before Annie went under, she saw Rook
and Lancer fall as roundhouse bl ows were directed agai nst them

There was an olive tree and a small circular well where there should have been a house.

Q herwise the ot was enpty, the buildings that surrounded it on three sides burned and abandoned.
Puzzl ed, Lunk stood staring at the scene.

"Are you sure this is the place?" Rand asked himfromthe van. He had pull ed out one of
the former police vehicle's air-cooled autopistols and was resting it up against his collarbone
now.

"Yep. He told me his dad had a well and an olive tree in his backyard. And there they are.
Now all we have to do is find the house."

Rand frowned and stepped away fromthe van to join his friend. "There's got to be twenty
houses in this town with an olive tree and a well in the backyard, Lunk. And even if this was
Nader's place, he's obviously not here now | don't know," Rand added skeptically. "Maybe he's
dead, and that's why everybody's acting so strange."

Lunk was starting to reply when Rand heard the sound of footsteps behind him He | ooked
over his shoul der and found hinmself facing half a dozen angry-I|ooki ng nen, one of whom was
carrying a kind of backpacked wel ding torch

Rand swung back around, putting all he had into knocking Lunk to one side while he threw
himself in the opposite direction. Lunk took the full force of the gas cloud in the back, but
before the men could nove in, Rand was through his roll and taking aimat the torch. He pulled off
one qui ck shot that effectively decapitated the twi n-spouted rod and gave the nen pause. They
began to scatter as Rand squeezed off three nore shots, one toward the feet of each of the nmen who
were standing guard by the van. The three | eapt through a kind of inpronmptu dance and fled al ong
with their conrades.

Rand called to Lunk and made a beeline for the van, throwing hinself into the shotgun seat
t hrough the passenger-side door, Lunk just steps behind him

Of to one side, the nmen were rallying for another attack.

"Make tracks!" Rand yelled, pounding a fist against the dash

"You nake good sense, buddy!" Lunk yelled back, putting the pedal to the netal

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

It has yet to be denpbnstrated that the Invid Regis was capable of direct dealings with each of her
renote drones-Scouts, Troopers and Pincer Ships-prior to Scott Bernard's forcing her hand, so to
speak. Commentators have pointed to the incident at Roca Negra as an exanpl e of changes in the
previ ous hierarchical organization, in which each hive queen (sic) was nade responsible for her
own sol diers.

Bl oom Nesterfig, Social Organization of the Invid

In José's Café the churlish mayor of Roca Negra, a |large, nustachi oed man nanmed Pedro, received
word of the brutal attack on Rook, Annie, and Lancer

"They beat themup!" he bellowed now, bringing his big fist down on one of the tables and
rising to his full height of six foot four. His English, |like José's, had a Spani sh accent.

“"Yes," José's wife, Maria, continued. She was a snall, pretty wonman who usually wore her
auburn hair in a loose braid over one shoul der. "They put the three of themin the back of the
truck, and then they sped of f sonewhere. But | think the two others got away."

José watched his wife fromacross the roombut said nothing. It worried himto have her
interfere in these matters, but she had been adamant about reporting the attack to the mayor, and
when she was deci ded about sonething, there was nothing José could do to stop her. He only hoped
that the rogues who captured the three strangers would not |earn of her statenents.

"Those no-good bums have done it this time," said Pedro, starting for the door

Maria's thin hands were clutched at her breast. "You won't let themhurt the others,

t hen?"

"When | get nmy hands on them 1'Il show themwho runs this town!" the mayor said w thout
| ooki ng back.

Josh wat ched the doors swing to and fro. Wio would he show? he asked hinsel f. The rogues
or the strangers who had come in search of Alfred Nader? Roca Negra could so easily fall victimto
vi ol ence from either side..
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Meanwhi | e, Rand and bunk were speeding toward the bridge to rendezvous with Lancer and the
others, unaware that the bad part of town had al ready cone calling.

"But why would they attack us?" Rand asked. "Just to drive us out of town, or what? And
where the heck is Scott, anyway?"

"It has sonething to do with the di sappearance of old nan Nader," Lunk said firmy. He had
the book out again and was regarding it while he drove.

"I'f that's true, we oughta rethink your idea of trying to get that book to him" Rand
suggest ed.

Lunk shook his big head. "Unh uh, buddy, no way. | said I'd deliver this thing no matter

what the odds. And if Nader's alive, I'lIl find "im"
"Bravo," Rand replied, crossing his arns. "I just hope you don't get us both killed in the
process." The van was closing in on the bridge now, and Lancer was nowhere to be seen. "They're

supposed to be here. Were are they?"

"No sign of the Cyclones either," Lunk added, bringing the van to a halt and clinbing out.
He | ooked over toward the enbankment, then down at tire marks in the dirt road-nmarks that didn't
bel ong to the van. "Check this out," he told Rand. "Sonething's been by here earlier on-a truck by
the | ooks of it."

Rand and Lunk bent down to inspect the tracks and in so doing took no notice of the men
who clinmbed up fromunder the bridge. But Rand had thought to bring the autopistol with himand
raised it threateningly as the nmen advanced. However, a second group joined the first after a
nmoment, and al t hough underarmed with clubs, axes, and farmtools, they stood fourteen strong.

"Some of you are gonna go down with nme," Rand warned.

He was standi ng back to back with Lunk at the center of the wide circle that was formng
around t hem

"Get a load of this big bruiser with the knife," Rand heard Lunk say. He had no intention
of turning around for a | ook but had to wonder about the size of the man if Lunk was calling him

big. "If ever there was an honbre with no sense of hunor, he's it."

"Well, this character with the ax isn't exactly ny idea of a comedian either," Rand
answered to | et Lunk know how things were on his side of the circle.

"Ugly bunch of gorillas..."” Lunk grow ed, lowering hinmself into a crouch and beckoni ng one

of the nen to conme in on him

"What are they waiting for?" Rand started to say, when one of the circle said, "W have
your friends."

Rand felt Lunk straighten up behind him "Throw the weapon down," Lunk told him

"We're just going to let themtake us?"

Lunk al ready had his massive arnms raised. "Take it easy," he said to Rand under his

breath. "My guess is they'll take us to Lancer and the girls. Then we'll nake our getaway, al
right with you?"
"Well, if you say so..." Rand gul ped and tossed the autopistol to the dirt, nuch to the

amazenment of the circle. "It's your party," he shrugged as the men nmoved in to bind his wists.

A short while later, in the back of the sane truck that had surprised Lancer, Rook, and
Anni e at the bridge, Lunk had a change of heart. The truck had entered the plaza and was noving
slowy past José's Café. Lunk spotted the owner standing in the doorway and said: "There's that
bird José! | bet he knows where our friends are!l"

And the next thing Rand knew, Lunk was standing up and shouldering his way toward the
street. Rand junped out of the truck and was right behind him As the two of themrolled, got to
their feet, and nmade a nad dash for the café entrance, propelled by blasts fromthe very weapon
Rand had surrendered only nonents before.

Lunk crashed through the sw nging doors at full speed, knocking frail-Iooking José hal fway
across the room

"I sonetimes have ny doubts about you, partner!" Rand said, out of breath and dodgi ng
bl asts that were entering the bar fromthe street. The truck was backi ng up, disgorging men who
were already closing in on the café. "Hope you have anot her plan ready," he added, noticing for
the first time that there was a worman in the room

Lunk was behind the bar, cutting the cords that bound his hands with a knife he had
gri pped between his teeth. José was cross-legged on the floor, shaking his head as if to restore
hi nsel f to consciousness. The woman was kneeling beside him Lunk freed hinself and tossed the
knife to Rand, who had to catch it in both hands and duplicate his friend s Houdini act.

"Ckay, what's next?" Rand managed with his nouth full.
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Lunk grinned and pulled a hand blaster from beneath his shirt. "Surprise," he said,
shoving the weapon into José's ribs. "Now, ny closed-nouthed friend, you're going to do a little
tal king."

Rand took a cautious | ook out the swinging doors and turned to Lunk. "I hate to bring up
an unpl easant subject, but there's quite a crowd gathering out there, and since we've only got one
bl ast-"

“I'n a mnute,
the man's wife.

José swal | owed hard. "What about? It isn't my problem"™

"You can begin with where our friends are-and no stalling!"

“Maria," he said, looking inploringly at his wife. "Wat should | do?"

"Pl ease believe us," she told Lunk from her husband's side. "W don't know what becane of
your friends. Only Pedro knows what happened to them"

"Fine. So produce Pedro."

"He is the mayor," Maria continued. "He's giving all the orders.”

"Marial" José yelled, trying to stop her.

"Then take us to himnow "

"But how?" said José. "W can't get past that nob." He gestured toward the door

"I've got an idea," Rand said fromthe door. "José, you've put on a pretty good act so
far, and now you're going to do sone acting on our behalf..."

Lunk cut himoff. "Start talking," he said to José, ignoring the pleas of

José pulled Rand and Lunk through the café's swinging doors a few ninutes |ater, |eading
them al ong on a | eather |eash. Their hands were now bound in front of themw th white cloth
napki ns Maria had hel ped to knot, one of which dutifully conceal ed Lunk's blaster. The townsmen
were suitably inpressed (if somewhat bew | dered) and noved in to retake custody of their
prisoners, but José waved them off.

"Pedro has asked ne to take themto him He wants you nen to stay here and capture their
conpani on when he shows up."

"You're doing fine," Lunk conplinented himunder his breath. "Now just keep wal ki ng. Get
us out of here and you'll save your skin. Tell the driver to take us to Pedro."

José notioned to the idling van one of the villagers had driven in fromthe bridge. "Is
this their vehicle?"

The nman behind the wheel nodded. José shoved his prisoners into the rear seats and joi ned
them there. Maria rode shotgun

"Be alert for their conrade,” José reminded the men as he ordered the van off.

Away fromthe café, Lunk |oosed the cloth knot and brought the blaster out for the driver
to see. He ordered José and the driver out of the van when they reached the nmayor's offices.

"Now don't get any funny ideas when we get inside,” Lunk advised them naking his point
with the weapon. "I don't want to hurt anybody, but I'Il do what's necessary."

"You want nme, too?" said the driver, Conez.

“You, too," said Rand, giving hima light shove.

The buil ding was a wooden two-story structure with tall, curved-top entry doors. Lunk and
Rand stayed behind the two nen as they clinbed the staircase to the upper floor, but once at the
of fice, José and Gonez burst through the doors shouting warnings to their friends inside. Lunk was
only a step behind them though, and fired a shot at the ceiling to quiet the room

There were a dozen or so townspeople in the office, not counting Lancer, Rook, and Annie,
who were bound hand and foot on the floor in the center of the spacious room

"Hands up!" Lunk bel | oned.

"Well, hello, boys," said Rook as plaster rained down on her from Lunk's ceiling shot.

"Where's Scott?" Lancer asked.

Rand noved in to free his friends while Lunk threatened to air-condition the room unl ess
soneone directed himto the mayor.

"That's me," said a large nan seated at a table.

"Be careful, Pedro," Josh warned him

Lunk |l evel ed the blaster at him "W've got a few questions for you."

"Li ke where you hid the Cyclones,"” Rand said, noving to Lunk's side. Lancer and Rook had
sonme nasty bruises, and a new anger was evident in Rand's voice.

But the nayor wasn't inpressed. "W have them and we nean to keep them" he told Rand.
"You people are free to go, but we keep the machines."

Rand showed his teeth. "Hear me, mister, and hear nme good: We're giving the orders now,
not you."
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"Gve all the orders you want, but we'll do what we have to do."

Rand nade an inpatient sound and grabbed the blaster from Lunk's hands. "Talk to him
Lunk, before | do sonething | might regret."”

The bi g man nodded and stepped forward. "All right, M. Myor, forget the Cyclones for a
moment. What | want now is the truth about Alfred Nader."

"I don't know anyone named Nader," Pedro said, neeting Lunk's glare. But the stifled gasps
fromothers in the roomtold a different story.

Lunk sl anmed his fists down on the table. "I'msick of listening to lies, pal!"

Rand put a hand on his friend's arm "Hold on a mnute," he started to say. But suddenly
the buil ding was shaki ng. Annie pointed at the wi ndow. Rand saw flashes of brilliant orange I|ight
in the skies above the nesa.

“Anni hilation discs!" said Rand. "Invid patrol ships!"

"Now at | east we know where Scott's been," Lancer chinmed in.

Rand turned to the mayor, furious now.

"Your time is up, Pedro! W need those Cyclones!"”

The mayor renmained tight-lipped. "W don't want any nore fighting in our village."

“I'f we don't get out there and help our friend, there won't be any nore village," Lancer
poi nt ed out.

Pedro scoffed at him "Do you inagi ne you heroes are going to repel an Invid attack by
your sel ves?"

"You better let us try,

Rand said as the sounds of distant explosions infiltrated the
room

"I nmustn't endanger the town!"

"We're trying to help your town," Rook told him

Lunk took the blaster back fromRand and raised it. "That tears it! |I'mnot standing by
while ny friend dies for this stinking excuse for a town. Pedro, you've got ten seconds!"”

"Wait!" José said, stepping into the projected Iine of fire. He turned to CGonez. "Tel
them where the Cycl ones are hidden."

"You're responsible for this, José,
village-"

“I'"I'l take the responsibility then," José answered, whirling on him

"They're in the warehouse," Gonez said softly.

the mayor shouted. "If anything should happen to our

The war ehouse was a barn situated close to the bridge, an odds-and-ends storage facility
for grain, farmng tools, and rusting exanples of early Robotechnol ogy. The Cycl ones had been
rolled into a corner and covered over with a couple of nildewed canvas tarps.

Lancer, Rook, and Rand headed straight for their nmachines, activated them and rode off to
the sound of the guns. Annie and Lunk wi shed them | uck and watched as the Cycl ones reconfigured to
Battl e Arnmor node. Lunk was headi ng back to the van when he heard his nane called. It was Pedro,
| ooki ng sonewhat sheepi sh and conciliatory.

“Lunk, you're determ ned to go through with this?"

Lunk gestured to the by-nowdi stant Cyclones and said harshly, "That oughta answer your
question.”

Pedro nodded sullenly. "Then there's sonmething | want you to see," he said, |eading Lunk
back into the barn. Inside, he notioned to an object conceal ed under a nylon cloth and pulled the
cover away.

“I want you to have this."

Lunk knew it by its slang terma "Stinger"-a |ightweight autocannon no |arger than a turn-
of -t he-century M 70 machi ne gun that ran on Protoculture and delivered piercing bursts of Reflex
firepower. Stingers were the weapon of choice for the resistance early on, but with the Invid's
control of Protoculture, the weapon had passed quickly into disuse. This one | ooked as though it
had never been fired, but it hadn't been well cared for either

"This was given to our town by a group of freedomfighters," Pedro began to explain while
Lunk inspected the gun. "Before | was mayor, when...Nader was alive." Lunk straightened up at the
mention of the nane.

Pedro's voice took on a harder edge. "But Nader didn't want it used. He actually believed
we coul d make a separate peace with the Invid and hid the gun, afraid that fighting back would end
in death for all of us. But nmany of the townspeople nisinterpreted his concern; they accused him
of cowardi ce and worse. Wen he still wouldn't reveal where he had hidden the thing...they beat
himto death. They burned his hone, they..."

Lunk saw that Pedro was sobbing. "So that's your dirty little secret...the reason why
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those nen attacked us. You're all ashamed of what happened here.”

Pedro nodded. "My God have mercy on us. By the time we found the gun, it was too late to
do anything. The Invid had overrun everything."

"And now you're the one who feels responsible for this place. You' ve inherited Nader's

| egacy. "

"You could say that."

Lunk's hard | ook softened. "Pedro, maybe |'ve m sjudged you."

"And I, you," returned the mayor. "A common enough m stake these days."

Qut on the flats things were |ooking grimfor Scott and the team The arrival of the
Cycl ones had taken the pressure off himto sonme extent, but the Invid still outnunbered themthree
to one.

Shock Troopers again. Scott wasn't sure why they had showed up. It was possible that one
of the Scouts they had tangled with earlier had gotten away. He had seen the first of the Troopers
just as the team had been entering Roca Negra and had doubl ed back to deal with it. But on the
tail of the first came a second, then a third and a fourth, and before Scott knewit, he was in
the midst of a full contingent of Pincer units.

He dropped the Alpha in for a release run now, going after three grounded Invid who had
pi nned down Rook and Rand with cannon fire. The already cratered and fused terrain was being torn
up by annihilation discs, the air above superheated and crosshatched by mssile tracks | aunched
fromthe Cyclones' forearmtubes. Scott |oosed a flock of heat-seekers at the bottom of his dive
and clinbed sharply, |ooking back over his right shoulder to catch a glinpse of the results of his
run. Two Invid ships were flam ng wecks, collapsed and bl eeding green nutrient. Another was badly
damaged but still on its feet, one of its pincers blown away.

Scott swung his head as he thought the Al pha through a roll and saw Lunk's van streaking
across the sands, seenmingly on a collision course with three nore Invid ships. Alert to the van's
approach, the Troopers lifted off, formng up in a triangular pattern to deal with it.

But in a noment it was obvious that they had misjudged Lunk

Scott caught sight of a brilliant flash at the front of the van an instant before one of
the ships exploded in midair. A second flash and another Invid was blown to pieces. Scott realized
that Lunk had nounted sonme sort of cannon to the van. Apparently the Invid al so recognized the
weapon, because they were suddenly giving the van a wi de berth. Rook, Rand, and Lancer took
advant age of the opportunity to deal out death blows of their own, managing to fell two additiona
Troopers with precision shots to the ships' optic scanners.

Scott smiled broadly and uttered a short, triunphant cry to the skies outside the Al pha's
canopy. Not only had they cut the odds, they had won the battle.

The remaining Invid were actually turning tail and fleeing the areal

It was the first time Scott had ever seen themretreat.

Lunk returned to Roca Negra alone. He had a longer talk with Pedro and Josh about Al fred
Nader. Both men had known Nader's son, Lunk's friend, and were sorry to hear that he had been
kill ed.

The battle on the flats hadn't affected the rest of the town's attitude toward Lunk, but
he understood this and pitied themthe cross they had to bear. He had his own, and the enotiona
wei ght of it hadn't been | essened any by this brief stop at Roca Negra. In fact, he felt even nore
confused than before. Wuld Nader have turned out to be a sympathizer in the end? Wuld his town
have been just another place where the people were too busy maintaining their separate peace to
rally to the cause of a greater one?

Lunk spent sone private tinme at what had once been Nader's ranch, picking up ripened
olives fromthe tree and drinking cool water fromthe well. Lunk kept the book. Mirre than the
obj ect of a promi se now, it had becone a synbol of confusion, of nistrust and treachery...narkings
engraved upon Earth's tortured and enbattl ed | andscape and upon the very fabric of Human life.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Psychohi storian Adler Ripple traces Jonathan Wl ff's treachery to his illicit affair with Lynn-
M nnei. He had nmet her on Little Luna (the Robotech factory satellite), during the Hunters
wedding and fallen in love with her while the two of themwere, for all intents and purposes,
stranded on Tirol. It's likely they would have married had the Sentinels not come between them

(M nnei had vowed to steer clear of soldiers after her brief and disastrous fling with Rick
Hunter. Ironically, she caught the bridal bouquet at Hunter's wedding and in a sense felt destined
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to marry Wl ff. The subsequent degradation she fell into can be attributed in part to her |earning
about the wife and child Wl ff had | eft behind on Earth.) R pple asserts that Wl ff's decision to
return to Earth was notivated by the broken engagenment with Lynn-M nmei. Wl ff was suddenly
convinced that he could take up where he had left off with the fanily he had abandoned. Wen that
didn't occur, he turned to drink and drugs and enbarked on a canpai gn of self-destruction
(Information that has only recently cone to Iight suggests that Wl ff also had a brief affair with
Dana Sterling-the daughter of Max and Mriya, who took WIff's ship back into space with the
hyperdri ve perfected by her former Southern Cross conrade, Dr. Louie N chols-and that Wl ff had

|l earned the I nvid were hol ding hostage both his wife Catherine and his son Johnny.)

Selig Kahler, The Tirolian Canpaign

A week of hard riding brought dramatic changes in both the terrain and the social clinmate of the
settlements the team passed through. The land was thickly forested except where it had been
cleared for farm cooperatives and villages. The road systemwas well nmintained, and food and
supplies were readily available. Lunk knew the reason for this: They were approachi ng one of the
Invid s so-called Protoculture farnms, where Hurman | aborers were forced to toil endlessly in vast
gardens, nmmintaining and harvesting the aliens' nutrient plant, the Flower of Life. But where the
team had expected to encounter arm es of Scouts and Troopers, they found none; and in place of a
downt r odden popul ace, they found people in a celebratory nmbod. The Invid were said to have stopped
their patrols a little over a nonth ago, and there were runors to the effect that this had
sonething to do with the arrival of a platoon of Robotech soldiers who were currently engaged in
an assault on the Protoculture farmitself.

Scott was certain this unit was conposed of nmen and wonen fromthe Mars Division attack
wi ng. One of the predesignated rendezvous points set up by the mission conmander was | ocated sone
five hundred nmiles north of the teanis present coordinates, and it was likely that a splinter
group fromthe nmain force had noved south to engage the Invid at the farm Scott was tenpted to
take the Al pha north to see for hinself, but his sense of loyalty wouldn't permt |leaving his
friends on their owm. At |least not until each of them had found a peace of sorts or, better still,
a home. It was no secret to any of themthat the teamwas nore like a fanmly than the invincible
nmlitary machi ne each menber sometimes imagined it to be. And it was sonething none of themtook
for granted, least of all Scott, the npbst recent victimof the war's dispassionate savagery.

So they stayed together and eventually found their way to the city where the Robotech
sol diers were supposedly garrisoned. It was an i mense place, far larger than any of the pl aces
they had passed through thus far, a forner nmlitary base (whose buil dings had been adapted for
civilian use) that had grown up within the confines of an enornous depression in the Earth's
denuded crust, enclosed by the severe walls of an unnatural escarpment. The city now had hotels,
restaurants, and a thriving popul ation of five thousand or nore.

Scott left the Al pha conceal ed outside the city and rode down into the bowl w th Lancer
and the others. As newconers, they were questioned and searched at the mmin gate-an i nmense
security fence watched over by arnmed guards stationed in nearby ultratech towers-but ultimately
permitted to enter.

Scott, already searching for fanmiliar faces, was perhaps a bit nmore hopeful than the
others if no | ess puzzled. There were indeed soldiers all over the place, but they were hardly the
strac troops Scott had convinced hinself he would find. Nor were they Mars Division. Their high-
collared, belted junpsuits were the sanme iceblue color as Scott's own, but the unit patches were
unli ke any he had seen. Scott glanced around some nore, certain he would find what he was after
Here were three soldiers stunbling out of a bar; there, three nore drinking on a street corner
O her troops in jeeps and personnel carriers were joyriding through the narrow streets, trash and
enpty liquor bottles in their wake. Even Annie was stunned.

"What's with this place?" she asked fromthe van. She was standing on the seat in the open
back, her arnms draped over the vehicle' s roll bar

"There's no shortage of 'Culture, that's for sure," Rand observed, notioning to the
crui sing jeeps.

Scott tuned in to a nearby conversation-soldiers, new arrivals by the sound of them "This
town's a gas!" one of themsaid. "Unbelievable," said another. "I didn't think |I could ever fee
this way again."

Scott heard tires squeal behind himand turned around. A jeep was accel erating drunkenly
fromthe nain gate, slaloming its way up the street, four soldiers laughing it up inside. It
pul l ed up shortly next to Scott, one of the soldiers offering a bottle out of the top

When Scott refused, the man said: "Wat's your problem pal?" H's glazed eyes took in the
rest of the group. "You guys look like a war's going on."
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"What about the Invid, soldier?" Scott snarled. "A couple hits of that stuff and you
forget, huh?"

The sol diers | ooked at one another, speechless for a nonent, then | aughed. "Where you
been, Col onel ?" asked the driver. "They're history. W' ve been kickin' ass and takin' nanes al
over this sector."”

“I't"'s nolie," said another. "Long as ya stick 'round here, ya got nothin' to worry 'bout.
So, enjoy. The man's got it covered."

"You can get anything you want here, get nme?"

"What man? What are you tal king about?" Scott yelled as the jeep screeched off.

"At ease, Colonel!" one of themyelled, eliciting |laughter fromthe others.

It was the sanme scene wherever they went: everyone talking up the town like it was
par adi se. Drunken sol di ers, hookers, scamers, Foragers, rogues, and hustlers, all thrown together
in the same pot, reveling and lifting their glasses in toasts to the nystery nan who secured al
this for them The search for food and drink led the teaminto one of the many bars along the
strip. Annie's attenpt to flirt with the sideburned bartender ended with his wal king off just as
Lunk was about to order. Lunk was | ooking around for sonething to throw at the guy, when a sol dier
burst in through the bar's sw nging doors.

"Wl ff's back!" he yelled to the cromd at the top of his |ungs.

Al nost everyone got the nmessage-out of sheer volume or at nention of the nane itself-and
many started for the door. Gthers, too drunk to nove, got as far as lifting their heads from
various tabl etops. Scott took hold of a soldier within reach and spun hi m around.

"Who's Wl ff?" he demanded of the man.

"The Wol ff, bro," the man slurred. "The Wl ff."

"Jonat han Wl ff?" said Scott.

The man snapped his fingers, pointed, and winked at Scott, then shuffled off toward the
door.

Rand saw the | ook of disbelief surface on Scott's face, but before he could ask about it,
Scott was shoving his way through the exiting crowd and making for the street.

Rand and the others followed Scott out and found himanmd a nob that had gathered around a
jeep. Scott was standing rigidly by the curb, nouth hal f-open in anmazenent, staring at the man who
was clinbing out fromthe driver's side of the vehicle. A celebrity, Rand thought. Either that or
a Robo officer who fancied hinself one. The man was of medi um build but square-shoul dered and
muscul ar. He had brown hair, thick and conbed strai ght back, well-defined eyebrows, and a
must ache, clipped clear in the center. He was wearing dark glasses and a gray uniformoffset by a
wi de bl ack belt and a red ascot. There was, however, sonething stern and hunorl ess about hi mthat
made Rand wonder at the reception he was getting.

People in the crowd were firing questions left and right, sone of which Wl ff took the
time to answer and others he ignored. At the sanme tinme, a wounded soldier in the rear of the jeep
was singing Wl ff's praises. "He saved ny life," the man bit out. "Picked me up and carried ne on
his back through the Invid fines...then went back for the Protoculture canisters he knew we
needed. . . "

"Cel ebration tine!" yelled a bl ack nan behind Rand. "Drinks on the house!"

But Rand heard soneone el se nmutter: "Wl ff's a dam hero every tinme he cones back. How d'
ya figure it?"

Scott swung around at the comment, his face dark and angry, but said nothing. Until he
turned back to Jonathan Wl ff. Then Rand heard himsay: "I can't believe he's alive-alive!"

Col onel Jonathan Wl ff...Gaduated first in his class fromthe Robotech Academny on Macross
I sland but mssed the SDF-1's inadvertent junp to Pluto and the two-year odyssey that foll owed.
Nevert hel ess, he had distingui shed hinmself during that period by openly criticizing the Council's
decision to turn its back on the fortress's crew and unwitting civilian popul ati on and was
resolute in his opposition to Russo, Hayes, and Edwards and their plan to use the Grand Cannon
agai nst the Zentraedi. He rose to the fore again during the planet's two-year period of
reconstruction and was finally handpi cked by Admral Hunter to head up the ground-base division of
t he Robotech Expeditionary Force.

But it was on Tirol that Wl ff's nane became | egend and his special forces-known by then
as the Wl ff Pack-rode to glory. Throughout the Tirolian canpai gn against the Invid, it was
Wl ff's forces who turned the tide of battle tine and tine again. And it was WIff who cane to
play a crucial part in the schismthat all but destroyed the Pioneer M ssion

Even that wasn't enough for the man. Leaving Dr. Lang and his Saturn group in charge of
things on Tirol, WIff had gone off with Hunter and that group of galactic freedomfighters who
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call ed thenselves the Sentinels. To Spheris, Garuda, Haydon IV, to every world that had fallen to
the Invid, to every world reduced to slave colonies by the Regent and his linitless arny of
I norgani cs.

Then, for reasons few understood, he had volunteered for a nore hazardous assignnent: to
follow in the tracks of Major John Carpenter in attenpting to return a warship to the Earth all of
them had | eft behind. An Earth that had been ravaged by the very Tirolian Masters the Pioneer
M ssion had ai med to di sempower and now faced an even greater threat fromthe race those sane
Mast ers had turned savage and i ndomitabl e.

Wl ff left Tirol, but not before he had saved the |ife of a young nman who idolized him
fromafar...an assistant to the celebrated Dr. Lang naned Scott Bernard..

Silently, Scott ran over the facts and nenories while waiting for a chance to speak with
Wl ff. It was incredible enough that the man had nade it back fromTirol, given the then primtive
state of the hyperdrive units, but for Scott to find himnow, after all these years, was nothing
| ess than m racul ous.

From what he had managed to piece together since first seeing WIff earlier in the day,
Scott learned that Wbl ff had arrived on Earth shortly after the destruction of the Robotech
Masters' fleet, approximately two years before the arrival of the Invid. Hs WIff Pack had | ed
the counteroffensive but had been decinmated along with nost of the Arny of the Southern Cross. But
Wl ff himsel f had survived. Driven underground, he had spearheaded the resistance and ever since
had been on the go continually, noving fromplace to place to recruit and reconnoiter, waiting for
the nmonent when the rest of the Expeditionary Force returned to wage the final battle.

Still, the boisterous atnosphere of the town di sturbed Scott. Where was the discipline
that had nade the Pack such a respected outfit? And why weren't the troops being organized for a
coordi nated assault against Reflex Point? Wiy, in fact, was Wl ff here, so far south of the
central hive, and where were the survivors of Mars Division?

Scott had all these things on his mnd when he stepped into Wl ff's personal quarters that
ni ght and offered sal ute.

"Li eut enant Commander Scott Bernard, Robotech Expeditionary Force, Mars Division."

Wl ff was on the bed, his shirt-sleeves rolled up. "Mars Division?" he said, reaching for
his dark gl asses; then he laughed shortly: "Well, one of you made it through after all."

Scott |lowered his hand from his forehead, somewhat stunned. "Then you haven't rendezvoused
with any of the survivors, sir?"

Wl ff got off the bed and wal ked over to the bureau. "Lieutenant-Bernard, you said?-you're
the first I've seen.” Wen he saw Scott agape, he | aughed again. "Wl come to Earth, Lieutenant.
Care for a drink?"

Scott declined and watched Wl ff pour a tall one for hinmself. The small roomreeked of
stale sweat and liquor and was littered with the remains of half-eaten neals and enpty bottles.
Scott noticed that Wl ff's hand shook as he downed the drink

"Well, let's not stand on cerenony, Bernard,"” Wl ff said exuberantly. "Have a seat. You
can tell nme about your ill-fated offensive and I'Il tell you about mne."

"Sir, I'mnot really here to socialize..."

"Ch, | see," WIff said fromthe couch, with nock seriousness. "Wat's this about, then?"

Scott stared at the man before replying, fighting an inpulse to turn around and | eave the
room before matters got worse. "You don't renmenber ne, do you, sir? | knew you on Tirol. | was

part of the Saturn group, an assistant to Dr. Lang."

Wl ff's grin straightened; he turned his face away from Scott. "That was a long tine ago,
Bernard. And a lot of mles fromhere." He put the drink glass aside. "I'msorry about this,
Bernard. W lost quite a few good nen today. And there's damm few left."

"Sir, about this town...The Wl ff Pack-"

"This isn't the Wl ff Pack, Lieutenant!" Wl ff barked.

"The Wl ff Pack is dead, every last one of them" He got up and returned to the bottle. "I
know what you're thinking, Bernard. That the noble Jonathan WIff is but a ghost of his forner
self and that he can't even control his troops. But you don't know the full story, Bernard. Not
the half of it!"

Wl ff scowl ed and set the drink aside without tasting it. "These men aren't sol diers-
they're rogues and thieves and Foragers and every other kind of riffraff this planet has spawned

during the past fifteen years. | do what | can with the fewreal soldiers | cross paths wth. But
this is Earth, not Tirol. And our eneny behaves differently here...As we all do."
Scott wasn't sure what to say, so he sinply cane to the point. "lI'd |like to be part of

your team sir."
Now it was Wil ff's turn to stare. "You obviously know what you're in for, Bernard."
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"1've fought nmy way through a thousand nmiles, if that's what you nean."

Wl ff's eyebrows went up behind the dark gl asses. "Inpressive."

"In fact," Scott said excitedly, "if it's good troops you' re |ooking for-"

"No," Wolff cut himoff firmy. "I don't care how good they are. If they're not Robotech-
trained, | don't want them" He turned his back to Scott to stare out the w ndow.

"But, sir-"

"That will be all for now, Bernard."
Scott buttoned his lip and saluted. "Your orders?"
"Ch-five-hundred sharp at the main gate,” WIff said w thout turning around.

Four Cyclone riders suited up in battle arnmor |eft the basin base at sunrise, ascended the
escarprment, and headed into the lush forests an hour's ride east. Wl ff, Todd, W/Ison, and
Bernard. Scott had made no nmention of his neeting with Wl ff to Rand or the others. He had gone as
far as bunking with themin a roomthey had managed to secure in one of the base's barracks turned
hotel s and had crept out under the cover of darkness after |eaving a scrawl ed note of explanation
on his bedroll. He had to admit that it felt strange and di sconforting to be without them his
surrogate famly and personal "wolf pack." But he told hinself it was tinme to begin distancing
hinself fromthem his new loyalties would have to lie with WIff and whatever m ssions |ay ahead
of them

The four nmen left their Cyclones in the woods and followed WIff's | ead al ong a faint
trail that coursed over low hills to an enormous clearing. Through the foliage, Scott caught
glinpses of a nassive red hem sphere of sonme sort. It troubled himthat they had | eft the Cycl ones
behind and were closing on the Invid Protoculture farmarmed only with hand weapons. WIff's
expl anati on made sense-that they wouldn't be able to get near the place on Protoculture-fuel ed
nmocha- but even so, it was hard to inmagine that sinple H90's could effect nuch damage.

It was only when they reached the edge of the clearing that Wl ff nade the rest of the
plan clear: It was inperative that they make of f with enough Protoculture to fuel the nmassive
rescue operation WIff was planning. Each previous m ssion had brought himcloser to this goal
and today's could conplete the rescue teanis requirenments. Beyond that, the four of themsinply
had to keep thenmsel ves frombeing fried by annihilation discs. Scott had a clear view of the farm
now and understood why Wl ff hadn't attenpted to describe the place earlier-it had to be seen to
be believed. It was a hemi sphere, all right, but one that stood nore than three hundred feet high
and was nearly a mile in circunference. It was a kind of blood-red, organic-Ilooking geodesic done,
lit fromwithin by a pulsing light. And fromits techno-system base extended ten tentaclelike
proj ections, each a good fifty feet around. Scott imagined that it nust have resenbled a jellyfish
creature from above.

Wl ff whispered a warning to his nen. "Don't be fool ed just because you don't see any
Invid. They're around, you can be sure of it." WIff had the faceshield of his Cycl one hel net
rai sed; he had his dark gl asses on

Scott had to admit that the man was cool and alert, not the boozing, self-pitying WIff he
had seen the night before but the WIff who had | ed the Pack up the glory road.

"There are two entry points above the foundation. The Protoculture is stored just inside
these," WIff said, gesturing to two arched portals in the nenbranous portion of the hem sphere
wall. He told Todd and WI|son to take the south one. "Bernard and | will take the other one.™

The three nen nodded.

"Don't overburden yourselves," Wl ff added. "Just take what you can carry w thout wei ghing
your sel ves down. Rerenber, you m ght need a free hand for those blasters." WIff grinned. "But |
hope it won't cone to that."

W1 son and Todd noved off, using one of the tentacles for cover. WIff waved Scott forward
a nonent |ater.

Hal fway al ong one of the segnmented tentacles, WIff and Scott stopped, huddling down with
their backs against the thing, waiting for Wlson and Todd to reach the south portal

But somet hi ng unexpected occurred just as WIson was stepping through

"Wl ff!" Scott heard Todd shout over the suit's tac net. "There's a force field of sone
kind!" He and Wbl ff turned at the same nmonent: WIson seened to be suspended in the entrance, arns
up over his head, his body shaking as energy coursed through his suit. The ground was runbling al
of a sudden, and before they could take a step toward their two conmrades, an Invid Trooper erupted
fromthe ground not twenty feet in front of them

The shock of seeing the thing nust have been enough to break the charge that held W/I son,
Scott guessed, because now both he and Todd were headi ng back toward the woods at a run, dodging a
pi ncer swi pe along the way. Scott and Wl ff adopted a similar tactic; only to find their route
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back to safety blocked by a second Invid. The Trooper energed with enough force to throw Scott off
his feet.

A third Trooper had cut off WIlson and Todd's retreat as well, and the two nmen were
depleting their blaster charges against it.

Wl ff was shouting for Scott to get up, all the while pouring energy fromhis handgun into
the face of the alien. Peripherally, Scott saw a flash of white |light and experienced a wave of
searing heat; he turned in tine to see Wl son and Todd di si ntegrate beneath a storm of
anni hil ation discs, their depth screans a piercing sound track through the net.

Wl ff, meanwhil e, had nanaged to chase off the Invid that had been | ooning over themonly
a mnute before. Scott couldn't figure out how he had pulled it off but didn't stop to question
it. He was on his feet now, Wl ff's conmands to run for it in his ears. The tree line was only
fifty feet away, and he nade a nad dash for it...

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

The incident with Jonathan Wl ff dealt a severe blowto the team Not only because the episode
touched them nore deeply than they thought possible-they were not as inured as they |liked to think-
but primarily because it seened to shift the burden of responsibility entirely onto their

shoul ders: There was no resistance, except for their own neager efforts. But they would get over
Wl ff's treachery. How could they not, once confronted with the disillusionnents that |ay ahead?
Zeus Bell ow, The Road to Refl ex Point

The note Scott left for the teamonly nade matters worse. It read: "Don't anyone worry. | can't
tell you where I'mgoing or what I'lIl be doing, but I'll be back around sunset. Scott."

It was the secrecy that troubled Rand nost. If Scott had sinply di sappeared for the day,
Rand m ght not have given his absence a second thought, but when Scott failed to return with
Col onel Wl ff that afternoon, he and Rook decided to take matters into their own hands. They
didn't bother with the formalities of the chain of command that kept Jonathan Wl ff insulated from
the city's rabble; they sinply nade their own way to his roomand burst in on the nman uninvited.

"Where's Scott, Col onel ?" Rand said, out of breath fromhis run down the hall

Wl ff turned puffy eyes to them He was seated at a table in the fetid room a half-empty
bottle of vodka in front of him He had barely noved when Rand and Rook had thrown open the door
and was now regarding themtiredly, with little concern

"Scott who?" he said, refilling his gl ass.

"Bernard," said Rook. "W know he was with you this norning, and he hasn't returned
since."

Wl ff nade a dejected sound and put down his glass. He reached for his dark glasses and
slid themon. "Bernard..."

"Wl ?"

Tight-1ipped, WIff turned his gaze fromthem and shook his head.

Rand gasped. "You nean..."

"I can't say for sure. The Invid surprised us, and in the confusion | didn't see if he
made it out or not. They were waiting for us, and we were overnmatched. Wat nore can | tell you?"

Struggling with the possible truth of it, Rand said nothing. But a suspicious | ook had
begun to surface on Rook's face. "A whole lot nore,"” she told WIff. "How did you escape,
Col onel ?"

Wl ff shrugged. "I was luckier than the others. That's the way it is."

Rook snorted. "Fromwhat | hear, that's the way it always is with you."

"What are you insinuating?" WIff seethed, flashing her a cold | ook

Rand gestured Rook to back off. He took two steps toward the table and sl anmed his hand
down. "Just tell us where you were attacked."

Wl ff's hand went out to steady the bottle. "If you' re thinking about trying to go out
there and find him forget it. You won't nmaeke it."

Rand showed his teeth, then relaxed. "Look, we've got an Al pha fighter hidden nearby. If
there's even a chance that Scott's alive, you better believe |I'mgoing out there to find him"

Mention of the VT seemed to bring WIff around sonewhat. He lifted the bottle but set it
down without pouring. "Even a fighter nmight not be enough.” Wl ff gave Rand an apprai si ng | ook.
"Yes, Scott told me that you'd seen action together. But we're up against a hive, not a Scout
patrol .’

"It's still worth a try."

Wl ff thought a nonent, then said: "All right, I'll |lead you out there."
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"Great!"

Wl ff stood up and went for his jacket. "W'll |eave i mediately."

Rand swung around to Rook. "Let the others know what |'"mup to. We'll get Scott back!"

Wth that he rushed fromthe room WIff a few paces behind him Rook stood dunbfounded
for a noment, then followed himto the doorway. "Wat am | -your personal nessenger or sonething?"
she yelled to his back. But he didn't turn around. "Rand!" she shouted again, fumng

Rand showed Wl ff where the Al pha was hidden, but the colonel insisted they recon the area
on Cycl ones before bringing the Veritech into play. The fighter, WIff insisted, would stir up the
entire hive; it was sinply too precious a conmmodity to risk, even for the life of a valued friend.

Rand saw the logic of it, disturbing as it was, especially after WIff had led himto the
hi ve.

"The place is a fortress!” Rand excl ai ned, keeping his voice low "Il've never seen
anything like it."

Wl ff regarded himfrom behind the dark gl asses, obviously pleased by Rand's shocked
reaction. They were at the edge of the clearing now, suited up in Cyclone arnor and arnmed with
hand bl asters. "It's just one of many," WIff said. "There's a chain of these things that runs
clear to Reflex Point."

Rand swal | owed hard, discouraged. "It was around here that you | ast saw Scott ?"

Wl ff nodded and | owered the helnet's faceshield. "We'|ll search the perineter first." He
noti oned Rand off to the right. "Stick to the woods, and I'l|l neet you on the other side. | only
hope there's sonmething left of Bernard to find."

Rand refused to allow the thought to register. He turned and was about to nove off when
the ground began to trenble. Wl ff drew his blaster and pivoted through a 360, searching for sone
sign of the Invid s egress point. Rand managed to get his blaster unhol stered and ained in the
same general direction as WIff 's.

In a monent the Invid Trooper showed itself, rising up through the earth and underbrush
just outside the clearing. WIff and Rand hit it full power, but neither of themwas successful at
directing a charge to any of the creature's vul nerabl e points. The Trooper seened to sense their
hel pl essness and opted to kill themwith its claw rather than cannon fire. It had one of its
pi ncers raised for a downward stri ke, when sonmeone behind the two nmen stunned it with a Scor pi on
delivered to the head.

Rand turned in time to see Rook's red Cyclone's rearwheel landing in the clearing. She
slid the tail end of the nmecha around and shouted through the externals for Rand to junp on.

"l told you you weren't |eaving nme behind," Rand heard as he raced to the Cyc. "And it's a
lucky thing for you two that | decided to follow "

As Rand straddl ed the Cyclone's rear seat, he realized that WIff wasn't behind him Over
hi s shoul der he glinpsed Wl ff wavi ng Rook off. "Get going!™ WIff told them "I'll make it back
to ny necha!"

Rook wasn't about to sit around and argue. She toed the Cyclone into gear and sped off
al nrost before Rand had secured an adequat e handhol d behi nd her. Meanwhile, the stunned Invid had
cone to life and was spewing a horizontal hail of annihilation discs into the trees. The Trooper
pursued them its shoul der cannons bl azi ng. Rook pushed the Cyclone through a series of tw sts and
turns, dodgi ng expl osions, plunes of fire and dirt.

Rand was thinking they were in the clear when the carapaced head of a second Invid
appeared in front of them pushing itself up fromthe soft forest ground, an unearthly |land crab
Rook tried to launch the Cyclone over the thing before it conpleted its rise, but the Invid got
one of its pincers free just as the mecha was directly overhead. Rand felt the jolt as the alien's
claw i npacted the necha, and the next thing he knew he was on his butt in the grass, dazed, Rook
simlarly postured nearby. The Cycl one was nowhere in sight.

Rand shook his head clear and rai sed the hel net faceshield. "W've gotta find the Cyc," he
shouted to Rook. "Split up."

Rook got to her feet; Rand waved her the okay sign and di sappeared into the brush

Splitting up was a bad idea, Rand told hinself fifteen nminutes |ater. The woods were
thick, inmpenetrable in places; he had started working circles to fix his location, but he soon
lost track of his own center-along with Rook and the m ssing Cycl one.

He was close to the hive clearing again, renoving his hel met, when he heard sounds of
moverment cl ose by. Rand turned, glinpsed Colonel WIff, and al nost called out to him But
sonet hi ng made himpull hinself into conceal ment at the |last noment. Wolff had hol stered his
bl aster and | ooked as though he were waiting for a delivery of sone kind. A Human-size figure was
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wal king toward Wl ff, but it was still too far off for Rand to get a good |look at it. And even
when it finally approached Wl ff, he didn't know what to make of it.

Rand had his H 90 ained at the thing now. It was taller than it had first appeared,
perhaps eight feet tall, bipedal and suited up in bulky dark-colored battle arnor. The creature's
head-if that was indeed its head and not sone kind of helmet-rem nded Rand of a snail's foot. He
told hinmself that it had to be an Invid. It certainly matched Scott's description of them but
Rand had for so long come to think of the aliens' ships as the creatures thenselves that his mind
refused to accept the idea.

Then Rand saw the Invid soldier hand Wl ff a carry pack of Protoculture canisters.

He was tenpted to kill themboth-alien and traitor-but knew as the rage spread through him
that he wanted Wl ff to know who was taking himout when the nonent cane.

Rand | owered the weapon and silently began to work his way toward the conspirators. There
was an outcroppi ng of rock behind Wl ff; Rand made his way to the top of this while the Invid
wal ked back to the hive. Wl ff had the Protoculture and was about to return to his Cycl one when
Rand surprised him

"So the hero's a traitor,"” Rand said fromthe outcropping, his blaster ained down at
Wl ff. Wl ff had been quick to raise his own weapon, but Rand went on, undaunted. "No wonder the
city's full of laughing soldiers-it's so safe and secure now that you've arrived."

Rand risked a leap and in a nonent was standing face to face with WIff, who had yet to
say a word. "The Robotech hero's nmade a deal with the Invid! For a few measly canisters of

Protocul ture, the great Jonathan Wl ff [eads his own soldiers to the Invid' s doorstep. Isn't that
it?"

Wl ff fired.

The | owcharge bl ast caught Rand in the right forearm guard, knocking the weapon fromhis
grip and sending a jolt of searing heat to the flesh beneath the battle arnor. He went down on one
knee, as much from surprise as pain, and stared up at WIff in disbelief.

"Go ahead and finish ne," Rand spat. "I was nmeant to be Invid bait anyway...Just like
Scott and all the others...It's how you al ways nmanage to return in one piece and well stocked with
"Culture...”

Wl ff put the short nuzzle of the blaster to Rand's head. "Easy, boy," he warned him

Rand was shaki ng uncontrollably in spite of his best efforts to contain his fear. "How
could you do it?" he asked Wl ff. "Scott idolized you...He told nme you'd saved his life once."

"Now you know about the dark side of heroism" WIff said flatly.

Rand could feel the blaster's primng charge grounding on his skull. He w shed he could
see the man's eyes, know just what he was thinking. "I've seen it before-everyone out to save
their own necks, trading lives...But why you, Wl ff? Wy?"

Wl ff retracted the blaster. "Because they can't be beaten." He sneered. "Because it's
better to have a few safe towns than an entire planet of slaves...And because...because of things
you woul dn't understand, kid."

Rand scowl ed. "You better kill nme, WIff, because I'mgonna see to it that you're
st opped. "

Wl ff stepped back and hol stered his sidearm "Go ahead and tell the town. See if they
bel i eve you."

Wl ff turned and hurried off.

Rand unfastened the scorched battle arnor fromhis forearmwhile he watched WIff | eave.
Rel i eved that his burns weren't as serious as he had feared, he began to search the tall grass and
brush for his blaster, wondering if he nmight be able to catch up with Wl ff before he reached the
Cycl ones.

Go ahead and tell the town, Rand recalled WIff telling him See if they believe you.

Suddenly he heard Rook's voice and | ooked up. Scott was with her, one arm draped over
Rook' s shoul ders for support. Hs battle arnmor was bl ackened in places, but he | ooked ot herw se
i ntact.

“I can't believe ny eyes," Rand said, extending his hand to Scott. "Is it really you?"

"Barely," Scott returned.

"I found himin a hole in the ground."” Rook | aughed.

"And | miss it already.” Scott disengaged hinself from Rook and started to say sonething
about a prehistoric-1looking creature he had seen while in hiding, when he spied WIff severa
hundred yards off. He tried a shaky step in that direction and said to Rand, "Is that Col one
Wl ff? He cane back to | ook for me?"

Rand put a hand out to restrain him "Let himgo, Scott." Scott |ooked over his shoul der
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puzzled. "l've got sonething to tell you, and you' re not going to like it... WIff.. WIff's a
traitor. He's got an arrangenent with the Invid-he's been trading soldiers' lives for
Protocul ture.”

"What are you tal ki ng about?" Scott's eyes were flashing.

"He's a traitor! | saw himwith ny own eyes. And an Invid, Scott, not a ship but-"

Rand didn't see the punch coming. Now, |ying facedown in the grass, he couldn't even
renenber feeling it. "You're lying, you little coward!" Scott was yelling. Rand rolled over and
sat up, feeling a slight nunbness beginning to spread across his jaw. "Wen | confronted him he
didn't deny it. I"'mtelling you, we were both led out here to be killed."

Scott roared sonething and | aunched hi nsel f, but Rook stepped in his way. In his weakened
state he was no match for Rook and was easily held back. But she could do nothing about the curses
he was hurling Rand's way.

Al at once a fiery explosion effectively erased all traces of the struggle, the
concussive force of it flattening Rook and Scott to the grass on either side of Rand. Through the
snoke the three could see Trooper after Trooper issuing fromthe ground around them blinding
gl obes of incipient fire at the tips of shoul der cannons.

In a monent, annihilation discs were zipping into the area, pulverizing rocks and roots
and whatever else lay in their path. Rand hel ped Scott nake it to the safety of the stone
out croppi ng, while Rook laid down cover fire with her hand bl aster

"The Cycl ones-where are they?!" said Scott.

Rook indicated a direction. "I'Il see if | can slow these things down sone. Sw ng back
around and pick nme up.”

Scott and Rand signal ed their assent and rushed off, crouching as they ran

Jonat han Wl ff watched them from another part of the forest. He was surprised to see that
Bernard had lived and was strangely relieved. Neverthel ess, his escape had been but a ninor stay
of execution, for there were at |east six Troopers going up against the three freedomfighters.
Wl ff could see that the worman was remai ning behind to buy tine for her conrades. But even if the
other two were fortunate enough to nake it to their Cyclones, it would just be a natter of tine.

Unl ess soneone canme to their aid with the appropriate firepower.

An Al pha fighter, for instance, WIff said to hinself.

Rand got to the Cyclone first and doubl ed back to pick up Rook and convey her to the
waiting red. Afterward he | aunched and went to Battle Arnor node, neatly disposing of one of the
Troopers with a single shot to the thing' s sensor

Rook and Scott were sinilarly reconfigured now and going after a second alien. Scott
dazzl ed the Trooper with in-close fancy flying, then boostered up and away fromits pincer sw pes
to | oose a Scorpion, which the creature blocked with its claw arnor. In return the Invid pil ot
| oosed a volley of annihilation discs against Scott, but in so doing had overl ooked Rook and the
m ssile she launched straight to its vul nerable scanner. The Trooper was blown to pieces, and the
three teanmat es regrouped on the ground. The woods around themwere crawing with |nvid.

"We're surrounded," Rand thought to point out, his back to Rook and Scott. "Now what do we
do?"

"What we al ways do," said Scott, alnobst |aughing. "Fight our way out. Now, |ook alive."

Rand | aunched first, but critically m sjudged his trajectory and ended up snagged by a
Trooper's claw. Scott heard his desperate cry through the net, but even before he could think
about howto free his friend, a bolt out of the blue took the Invid' s pincer off at the el bow. An
instant later, Scott saw the Al pha streak overhead. He was confused until he heard Rand yell,

"Wl ffl It's gotta be him"

Wl ff had the VT in Guardian node. M ssiles tore fromundercarriage |aunch tubes,
detonating |ike geysers of fire around one of the Troopers. But the creature survived the storm
and struck back. Wl ff rolled and tunbled the fighter through a steady stream of discs and dropped
in to knock the troubl emaker off its feet. He then switched to Battloid node and came back down at
the rest of them the rifle/cannon discharging white death fromits high-port position

There were two Pincer ships in the skies now, and WIff propelled the Al pha up to dea
with them One of the Invid had barely arrived in the arena when it was disintegrated by a flock
of heat-seekers WIff |launched fromthe Battloid s shoul der racks.

On the ground, Scott was saying, "Atraitor wouldn't handle an Al pha like that."” He and
the others had foll owed the fight and were now in the arid heights west of the base escarpnent.

Wl ff came on the net a monent later. "Just thought I'd give you a few pointers, flyboy."

"Be ny guest!" Scott enthused.

Wl ff kept the VT in Battloid configuration to take out the second Pincer ship before
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novi ng agai nst the remaining Troopers. He literally stonped one of these senseless by bringing the
mecha down full force on the alien's head. But the acrobatic act ended up costing hima precious
few seconds: WIff pivoted the Battloid in time to deal with the final Invid, but not before the
Trooper succeeded in holing the techno-knight with an energy bolt that passed clear through it
like a flam ng spear.

Scott watched the crippled Battloid go down on one knee, then reconfigure to Guardian
nmode, seenmingly of its own accord.

"Col onel Wl ff!" he yelled, running over to the fighter. "Are you all right?"

The canopy went up, and Wl ff managed to cl anber out of the cockpit, one hand pressed to
his side wound. He lowered hinself to the ground, collapsing into Scott's arns. Gently, Scott laid
Wl ff on the ground, his own hands now awash in the colonel's blood. "You' re bleeding, sir," he
told Wl ff hurriedly. "W've got to get you back to the base."

Wl ff reached up and renmpved his dark glasses. "Too |late, Bernard," he answered weakly,
eyes closed. "CGet yourselves out of here on the double."

"I won't let you die |like this," Scott objected. "You re coning back with us!"

Wl ff forced his eyes open and | ooked hard into Scott's own. "lI'ma traitor, Commander-"

" Col onel -"

"And a traitor should be left to die out in the open..." WIff shivered froma cold that
began deep down in his guts. "Wien | think of the lives | traded to save ny own skin..." WIff

screanmed as sonet hing seenmed to cone | oose inside him Scott watched himblanch and felt the dying
man's grip tighten on his arm

"Col onel, hang on-"

"Cat herine...Johnny...Mnnei!" Wl ff gasped, and di ed.

Scott shut the dead man's eyes, stood up, and saluted. In the distance he could see Lunk
and Anni e bounding toward the Al pha in the van. Al ongside themrode Lancer on a Cycl one he had
probably picked up at the base.

Scott | ooked over his shoul der at Rook and Rand; they |ooked back at hi m bl ankly, drained
of enotion. Scott wondered whether they felt the sanme confusion he did. Gazing down at Wl ff's
body, gazing out at the snoldering remains of half a dozen Invid ships, he asked hinself how this
war coul d ever be won.

O if indeed a war like this could ever have wi nners.

He t hought about the |long road ahead of themhis team his famly. Wuld it be as
bl oodstai ned a journey as these past few nonths? Marlene, he said to hinself, reflexively reaching
for the hol o-1ocket around his neck

To go through all this and yet never be able to win back your I|ife!
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