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CHAPTER ONE

Had the Robotech Masters the power to travel as freely through time as
they did space, perhaps they would have understood the inevitabilities they
were up against: Zor's tampering with the Invid Flower was a crime akin to
Adam's acceptance of the apple. Once released, Protoculture had its own
destiny to fulfill. Protoculture was a different-and in some ways
antithetical-order of life.

Professor Lazlo Zand, as quoted in
History of the Second Robotech War, Vol. CXXIT

The dimension of mind...the rapture to be found at that singular
interface between object and essence...the power to reshape and reconfigure:
to transform...

Six hands-the sensor extensions of slender atrophied arms-were
pressed reverently to the surface of the mushroomlike Protoculture cap, the
Masters' material interface. Long slender fingers with no nails to impede
receptivity. Three minds...joined as one.

Until the terminator's entry disturbed their conversation.

Offering salute to the Masters, it announced:

-Our routine scan of the Fourth Quadrant indicates a large discharge of
Protoculture mass in the region where Zor's dimensional fortress defolded.

The three Masters broke off their contact with the Elders and turned to
the source of the intrusion, liquid eyes peering out from ancient, ax-keen
faces. Continual contact with Protoculture had eliminated physical
differences, so all three appeared to have the same features: the same
hawkish nose, the flaring eyebrows, shoulder-length blue-gray hair, and
muttonchop sideburns.

-So!-responded the red-cowled Master, though his lips did not
move-Two possibilities present themselves: Either the Zentraedi have
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liberated the hidden Protoculture matrix from Zor's disciples and
commenced a new offensive against the Invid, or these Earthlings have
beaten us to the prize and now control the production of the Protoculture.

There was something monkish about them, an image enhanced by
those long gray robes, the cowls of which resembled nothing so much as
outsize petals of the Invid Flower of Life. Each monkish head seemed to
have grown stamenlike from the Protoculture flower itself.

-I believe that is highly unlikely-the green-cowled Master countered
telepathically-All logic circuits based on available recon reports suggest that
the Invid have no knowledge of the whereabouts of Zor's dimensional
fortress.

-So! Then we must assume that the Zentraedi have indeed found the
Protoculture matrix, ensuring a future for our Robotechnology.

-But only if they were able to capture the ship intact...

The organic systems of the Masters' deep-space fortress began to
mirror their sudden concern; energy fluctuations commenced within the
Protoculture cap, throwing patterned colors against all but breathing
bulkheads and supports. What would have been the bridge of an ordinary
ship was here given over to the unharnessed urgings of Protoculture, so that
it approximated a living neural plexus of ganglia, axons, and dendrites.

Unlike the Zentraedi dreadnoughts, these spadelike Robotech
fortresses the size of planetoids were designed for a different campaign: the
conquest of inner space, which, it was revealed, had its own worlds and star
systems, black holes and white light, beauty and terrors. Protoculture had
secured an entry, but the Masters' map of that realm was far from complete.

-My only fear is that Zor's disciples may have mastered the inner
secrets of Robotechnology and were then able to defeat Dolza's vast armada.

-One ship against four million? Most unlikely-nearly impossible!

-Unless they managed to invert the Robotech defensive barrier system
and penetrate Dolza's command center...

-In order to accomplish that, Zor's disciples would have to know as
much about that Robotech ship as he himself knew!
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-In any event, a display of such magnitude would certainly have
registered on our sensors. We must admit, the destruction of four million
Robotech vessels doesn't happen every day.

-Not without our knowing it.

The terminator, which had waited patiently to deliver the rest of its
message, now added:

-That is quite true, Master. Nevertheless, our sensors do indicate a
disturbance of that magnitude.

The interior of the Protoculture cap, the size of a small bush on its
three-legged pedestal base, took on an angry light, summoning back the
hands of the Masters.

-System alert: prepare at once for a hyperspace-fold!

-We acknowledge the Elders' request, but our supply of Protoculture is
extremely low. We may not be able to use the fold generators!

-The order has been given-obey without question. We will fold
immediately.

High in those cathedrals of arcing axon and dendritelike cables,
free-floating amorphous globules of Protoculture mass began to realign
themselves along the ship's neural highways, permitting synaptic action
where none had existed moments before. Energy rippled through the
fortress, focusing on the columnar drives of massive reflex engines.

The great Robotech vessel gave a shudder and jumped.

Their homeworld was called Tirol, the primary moon of the giant
planet Fantoma, itself one of seven lifeless wanderers in an otherwise
undistinguished yellow-star system of the Fourth Quadrant, some twenty
light-years out from the galactic core. Prior to the First Robotech War,
Terran astronomers would have located Tirol in that sector of space then
referred to as the Southern Cross. But they had learned since that that was
merely their way of looking at things. By the end of the second millennium
they had abandoned the last vestiges of geocentric thinking, and by A.D.
2012 had come to understand that their beloved planet was little more than
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a minor player in constellations entirely unknown to them.

Little was known of the early history of Tirol, save that its inhabitants
were a humanoid species-bold, inquisitive, daring-and, in the final analysis,
aggressive, acquisitive, and self-destructive. Coincidental with the abolition
of warfare among their own kind and the redirecting of their goals toward
the exploration of local space, there was born into their midst a being who
would alter the destiny of that planet and to some extent affect the fate of
the galaxy itself.

His name was Zor.

And the planet that would become the coconspirator in that fateful
unfolding of events was known to the techno-voyagers of Tirol as Optera.
For it was there that Zor would witness the evolutionary rites of the planet's
indigenous life form, the Invid; there that the visionary scientist would
seduce the Invid Regis to learn the secrets of the strange tripetaled flower
that they ingested for physical as well as spiritual nourishment; there that
the galactic feud between Optera and Tirol would have its roots.

There that Protoculture and Robotechnology were born.

Through experimentation, Zor discovered that a curious form of
organic energy could be derived from the flower when its gestating seed was
contained in a matrix that prevented maturation. The bio-energy resulting
from this organic fusion was powerful enough to induce a semblance of
bio-will, or animation, in essentially inorganic systems. Machines could be
made to alter their very shape and structure in response to the prompting of
an artificial intelligence or a human operator-to transform and reconfigure
themselves. Applied to the areas of eugenics and cybernetics, the effects
were even more astounding: Zor found that the shape-changing properties
of Protoculture could act on organic life as well-living tissue and
physiological systems could be rendered malleable. Robotechnology, as he
came to call this science, could be used to fashion a race of humanoid clones,
massive enough to withstand Fantoma's enormous gravitational forces and
to mine the ores there. When these ores were converted to fuel and used in
conjunction with Protoculture drives (by then called reflex drives), Tirol's
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techno-voyagers would be able to undertake hyperspace jumps to remote
areas of the galaxy. Protoculture effectively reshaped the very fabric of the
continuum!

Zor had begun to envision a new order, not only for his own race but
for all those sentient life forms centuries of voyaging had revealed. He
envisioned a true mating of mind and matter, an era of clean energy and
unprecedented peace, a reshaped universe of limitless possibilities.

But the instincts that govern aggression die a slow death, and those
same leaders who had brought peace to Tirol soon embarked on a course
that ultimately brought warfare to the stars. Co-opted, Robotechnology and
Protoculture fueled the megalomaniacal militaristic dreams of its new
masters, whose first act was to decree that all of Optera's fertile seedpods be
gathered and transported to Tirol.

The order was then issued that Optera be defoliated.

The bio-genetically created giants who mined Fantoma's wastes were
to become the most fearful race of warriors the quadrant had ever
known-the Zentraedi.

Engrammed with a false past (replete with artificial racial memories
and an equally counterfeit history), programmed to accept Tirol's word as
law, and equipped with an armada of gargantuan warships the likes of
which only Robotechnology could provide, they were set loose to conquer
and destroy, to fulfill their imperative: to forge and secure an intergalactic
empire ruled by a governing body of barbarians who were -calling
themselves the Robotech Masters.

Zor, however, had commenced a subtle rebellion; though forced to do
the bidding of his misguided Masters, he had been careful to keep the
secrets of the Protoculture process to himself. He acted the part of the
servile deferential pawn the Masters perceived him to be, all the while
manipulating them into allowing him to fashion a starship of his own
design-for further galactic exploration, to be sure-a sleek transformable
craft, a super dimensional fortress that would embody the science of
Robotechnology much as the Zentraedi's organic battlewagons embodied
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the lusts of war.

Unbeknown to the Masters, concealed among the reflex furnaces that
powered its hyperspace drives, the fortress would also contain the very
essence of Robotechnology-a veritable Protoculture factory, the only one of
its kind in the known universe, capable of seducing from the Invid Flower of
Life a harnessable bioenergy.

By galactic standards it wasn't long before some of the horrors the
Masters' greed had spawned came home to roost. War with the divested
Invid was soon a reality, and there were incidents of open rebellion among
the ranks of the Zentraedi, that pathetic race of beings deprived by the
Masters of the very essence of sentient life-the ability to feel, to grow, to
experience beauty and love.

Nevertheless, Zor ventured forth in the hopes of redressing some of the
injustices his own discoveries had fostered. Under the watchful gaze of
Dolza, commander in chief of the Zentraedi, the dimensional fortress
embarked on a mission to discover new worlds ripe for conquest.

So the Masters were led to believe.

What Zor actually had in mind was the seeding of planets with the
Invid flower. Dolza and his lieutenants, Breetai and the rest, easily duped
into believing that he was carrying out orders from the Masters themselves,
were along as much to secure Zor's safety as to ensure the Master's
investment. The inability to comprehend or effect repairs on any Robotech
device and to stand in awe of those who could was programmed into the
Zentraedi as a handicap to guard against a possible grand-scale warrior
rebellion. The Zentraedi had about as much understanding of the workings
of Robotechnology as they did of their humanoid hearts.

So, on Spheris, Garuda, Haydon IV, Peryton, and numerous other
planets, Zor worked with unprecedented urgency to fulfill his imperative.
The Invid were always one step behind him, their sensor nebulae alert to
even minute traces of Protoculture, their Inorganics left behind on those
very same worlds to conquer, occupy, and destroy. But no matter: In each
instance the seedlings failed to take root.
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It was at some point during this voyage that Zor himself began to use
the Flowers of Life in a new way, ingesting them as he had seen the Invid do
so long ago on Optera. And it was during this time that he began to
experience the vision that was to direct him along a new course of action. It
seemed inevitable that the Invid would catch up with him long before
suitable planets could be sought out and seeded, but his visions had
revealed to him a world far removed from that warring sector of the
universe where Robotech Masters, Zentraedi, and Invid vied for control. A
world of beings intelligent enough to recognize the full potential of his
discovery-a blue-white world, infinitely beautiful, blessed with the treasure
that was life...at the crux of transcendent events, the crossroads and
deciding place of a conflict that would rage across the galaxies.

A world he was destined to visit.

Well aware of the danger the Invid presented, Zor programmed the
continuum coordinates of this planet into the astrogational computers of
the dimensional fortress. He likewise programmed some of the ship's
Robotech devices to play a part in leading the new trustees of his discovery
to a special warning message his own likeness would deliver to them.
Further, he enlisted the aid of several Zentraedi (whose heartless
conditioning he managed to override by exposing them to music) to carry
out the mission.

The Invid caught up with Zor.

But not before the dimensional fortress had been successfully launched
and sent on its way.

To Earth.

Subsequent events-notably the Zentraedi pursuit of the fortress-were
as much a part of Earth's history as they were of Tirol's, but there were
chapters yet to unfold, transformations and reconfigurations, repercussions
impossible to predict, events that would have surprised Zor himself...had he
lived.

"Farewell, Zor," Dolza had said when the lifeless body of the scientist
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was sent on its way to Tirol. "May you serve the Masters better in death
than you did in life. "

And indeed, the Robotech Masters had labored to make that so, having
their way with Zor's remains, extracting from his still-functional neural
reservoir an image of the blue-white world he had selected to inherit
Robotechnology. But beyond that Zor's mind had proved as impenetrable in
death as it had been in life. So while Dolza's Zentraedi scoured the quadrant
in search of this "Earth," the Masters had little to do but hold fast to the
mushroom-shaped sensor units that had come to represent their link to the
real world. Desperately, they tried to knit together the unraveling threads of
their once-great empire.

For ten long years by Earth reckoning they waited for some
encouraging news from Dolza. It was the blink of an eye to the massive
Zentraedi, but for the Robotech Masters, who were essentially human in
spite of their psychically evolved state, time moved with sometimes
agonizing leadenness. Those ten years saw the further decline of their
civilization, weakened as it was by internal decadence, the continual attacks
by the Protoculture-hungry Invid, a growing rebellion at the fringes of their
empire, and heightened disaffection among the ranks of the Zentraedi, who
were beginning to recognize the Masters for the fallible beings they were.

Robotechnology's inheritors had been located-"Zor's descendants," as
they were being called-but two more years would pass before Dolza's
armada made a decisive move to recapture the dimensional fortress and its
much needed Protoculture matrix. There was growing concern, especially
among the Elder Masters, that Dolza could no longer be trusted. From the
start he seemed to harbor some plan of his own, reluctant to return Zor's
body twelve years ago and now incommunicado while he moved against the
possessors of Zor's fortress. With his armada of more than four million
Robotech ships, the Zentraedi commander in chief stood to gain the most by
securing the Protoculture matrix for himself.

There was added reason for concern when it was learned that "Zor's
descendants" were humanoid like the Masters themselves. The warrior race
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literally looked down on anything smaller than itself and had come to think
of normally proportioned humanoids as "Micronians"-ironic, given the fact
that the Masters could have "sized" the Zentraedi to any dimension they
wished. Their present size was in fact an illusion of sorts: Beating inside
those goliath frames were hearts made from the same genetic stuff as the
so-called Micronians they so despised. Because of that basic genetic
similarity, the Robotech Masters had been careful to write warnings into the
Zentraedi's pseudo-historical records to avoid prolonged contact with any
Micronian societies. Rightly so: It was feared that such exposure to emotive
life might very well rekindle real memories of the Zentraedi's bio-genetic
past and the true stuff of their existence.

According to reports received from Commander Reno (who had
overseen the return of Zor's body to Tirol and whose fleet still patrolled the
central region of the empire), some of the elements under Breetai's
command had mutinied. Dolza, if Reno's report was to be believed, had
subsequently elected to fold the entire armada to Earthspace, with designs
to annihilate the planet before emotive contagion was spread to the
remainder of the fleet.

The Zentraedi might learn to emote, but were they capable of learning
to utilize the full powers of Robotechnology?

This was the question the Robotech Masters had put to themselves.

It was soon, however, to become a moot point.

Hyperspace sensor probes attached to a Robotech fortress some
seventy-five light-years away from Tirol had detected a massive release of
Protoculture matrix in the Fourth Quadrant-an amount capable of

empowering over four million ships.
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CHAPTER TWO

Throughout the territories we traveled (the southwest portion of what
was once the United States of America) one would encounter the holed hulks
of Zentraedi warships, rising up like monolithic towers from the irradiated
and ravaged wastelands...At the base of one such apocalyptic reminder sits
the crosslegged skeleton of a Zentraedi shock trooper, almost in a pose of
tranquil meditation, still clad in his armor and bandoliers, a Minmei doll
insignificant in his huge metalshod hand.

Dr. Lazlo Zand,
On Earth As It Is In Hell: Recollections of the Robotech War

"Therefore, it is our conclusion, based upon the available information,
that human and Zentraedi are descended from very nearly the same
ancestors!"

Exedore leaned back in the chamber's straight-backed chair to cast a
look around the circular table as the weight of his pronouncement sank in.
Continued exposure to Earth's sun these past two years had brought out
strong mauve tones in his skin and turned his hair an ochre red.

To his immediate right was the somewhat dour-looking Professor Zand,
a shadowy figure who had emerged from Lang's Robotech elite; to Zand's
right were two Zentraedi, micronized like Exedore and sporting the same
blue and white Robotech Defense Forces uniforms. Clockwise around the
table to Exedore's left were Claudia Grant, the SDF-2s First Officer-a
handsome and intelligent representative of Earth's black race-Commanders
Lisa Hayes and Rick Hunter (Made for each other, Exedore often said to
himself), and Admiral Gloval, serious as ever.

The rich golden warmth of Earth's sun poured into the fortress through
two banks of skylights set opposite each other in the conference room's
cathedral ceiling.

Exedore had been working side by side with Dr. Emil Lang and several
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other Earth scientists, deciphering some of the numerous documents Zor
had thought to place aboard the SDF-1 over a decade ago. But his
announcement of Terran and Zentraedi similarity came as the result of an
extensive series of medical tests and evaluations. The distinction Human or
Zentraedi no longer applied; indeed, it was beginning to look as though
there existed-lost somewhere in time-an ancestor race common to both.

Exedore had noticed that the Terrans accepted this with less
enthusiasm than might otherwise be expected. Perhaps, he speculated, it
was due to the fact that they continued to reproduce in the natural way,
whereas the Zentraedi had long ago abandoned that unsure method for the
certainty of genetic manipulation. In Earthspeak the word was "clone"; the
Zentraedi equivalent approximated the English term "being."

New discoveries awaited them in the documents, especially in the latest
batch of trans-vids uncovered. Exedore had yet to view these, but there were
indications that they would provide answers to questions concerning the
historical origins of the Zentraedi race, answers that might shed light on the
origins of the Terrans as well. All evidence pointed to an extraterrestrial
origin, an issue hotly debated by Earth scientists, most of whom believed
that the Human race evolved from a tree-dwelling primate species that had
roamed the planet millions of years ago.

But if all these protohistorical answers were coming fast, the
whereabouts of the Protoculture matrix Zor had built into the ship
remained a mystery. Hardly a place had been left uninvestigated by Exedore,
Breetai, Lang, and the others; and Zand had even suggested that the
Protoculture was in hiding!

Responses to Exedore's announcement proved varied: The misshapen,
gnomish Zentraedi heard Claudia's sharp intake of breath and Lisa Hayes's
"Ah-hah," voiced in a fashion that suggested she had expected no less.
Commander Hunter, on the other hand, sat with eyes wide in a kind of
fear-the personification of a certain xenophobic mentality that permeated
Terran Cultures.

Gloval was nodding his head, saying little. His white commander's cap
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was pulled low on his forehead, so Exedore couldn't read his eyes.

"So, Admiral," Exedore continued, leaning into the table. "There is
little doubt-our genetic makeup points directly at a common point of
origin."

"That's incredible!" Gloval now exclaimed.

"Isn't it? While examining the data, we noticed many common traits,
including a penchant on the part of both races to indulge in warfare."

This brought startled reactions around the Terran side of the table.

"Yes," Exedore said flatly, as if to forestall any arguments before they
had a chance to flare up. "Both races seem to enjoy making war."

Rick Hunter held his breath, counting to ten. How could the Zentraedi
believe his own words, he asked himself, when it was love and not war that
had doomed the Zentraedi to defeat? The Zentraedi race had started the
entire conflict, and Rick nursed a suspicion that this pronouncement of
Exedore's was his way of letting himself off the hook.

Exedore seemed to be enjoying his so-called micronized state, and Rick
further suspected that this had more to do with a new sense of power the
small man had gained than it did with exploring the ship for this
Protoculture factory that had yet to turn up. Exedore couldn't bear to admit
to himself that his commanders had waged a war for something that didn't
even exist; they had nearly brought destruction to both races, chasing after
some goose that was supposed to lay golden eggs. Truly, this was the saga
that would go down in their history as legend: the pursuit of a ship that
supposedly held the secrets of eternal youth, the capture of one hollow to
the core.

Rick looked hard into Exedore's lidless pinpoint-pupiled eyes. He
didn't like the idea of Exedore poking into every nook and cranny in the
fortress, acting as if it was more his property than Earth's. Only a moment
ago the Zentraedi had seemed to be sizing him up, well aware of the effect of
his words. Rick wasn't about to disappoint him.

"Well, with all due respect,” he began acidly, "I disagree. We don't fight
because we like to-we fight to defend ourselves from our enemies. So, under
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the circumstances we have no choice in the matter. Do you understand?"

Rick's hand was balled up into a fist. Lisa and Claudia looked at him in
surprise.

"That's nonsense, Commander," said Professor Zand, who had Dr.
Lang's marblelike eyes. He stood up, palms flat on the table, to press his
point. "There have always been wars in progress somewhere on Earth, even
before the invasion from space. I think this clearly indicates the warlike
nature of Humans."

Another Zentraedi sympathizer, thought Rick. And talking like an alien
to boot. He began to stammer a response, always feeling outgunned when
up against academics, but Zand interrupted him.

"A perfect example: Look what happened on Earth when the
peacemakers tried their best to prevail. They formed the League of Nations
and the United Nations, both of which failed!"

Rick got to his feet confrontationally. What did all this have to do with
Humans enjoying war? The best he would allow was that some humans
enjoyed war but most didn't. Most enjoyed...love.

"I can't believe you'd simplify the facts like that," Rick shouted. "You're
practically rewriting history!"

"Facts, sir, do not lie," said Zand.

Rick was about to jump over the table and convince the man, but
Exedore beat him to the punch, fixing Zand with that unearthly gaze of his
and saying:

"We're merely telling you the results of our best data analysis. Please
don't interject your opinions."

So when we have something to say, it's an opinion, and when they have
something to say, it's a fact, Rick thought, restraining himself.

Gloval cleared his throat meaningfully.

"Fascinating...So we're all descended from the same race, are we? And
who can say in what direction all of us are headed. We may never know..."

Rick dropped back into his seat, staring off into space. Whatever
happens, he told himself, we mustn't ever allow ourselves to become like the

17



Zentraedi, devoid of emotions-no better than robots. Never!

The conference room, scene of Exedore's briefing, was located on level
34 of the new fortress, the so-called SDF-2, which had been under
construction for almost as long as the city of New Macross itself. The space
fortress was a virtual copy of the SDF-1 and currently sat back to back with
it, linked to its parent by hundreds of transfer and service corridors, in the
center of the circular human-made lake known now as Gloval, in honor of
the admiral. The arid, high plateaus of northwestern North America seemed
ideally suited to the reconstruction of the city that had once grown up inside
the original super dimensional fortress. The area was cool compared to the
background radiation of the devastated coastal corridors, untainted water
was plentiful enough, the climate was temperate, and there was no shortage
of space. As a result the city had risen swiftly, prospered, and spread out
from the lake, a burgeoning forest of skyscrapers, high rises, and prefab
suburban dwellings. In the two years since its founding, the population of
New Macross had increased tenfold, and its was considered (though not
officially recognized as) the Earth's capital city.

New Macross had its share of Zentraedis, though not nearly as many as
the cities that had grown up at alien crashpoints throughout the
continent-New Detroit and nearby Monument City chief among them. The
Zentraedi enjoyed less freedom than the Humans, but this was conceived of
as a temporary measure to allow for gradual readjustment and
acculturation. Most Zentraedi had opted for micronization, but many
retained their original size. However, control of the Protoculture sizing
chambers fell under the jurisdiction of the military government, the
Robotech Defense Force, alternatively known as the Earth Forces
Government. Micronization was encouraged, but the return to full size of a
previously micronized Zentraedi was rarely if ever permitted. This had
given rise to a separatist movement, spearheaded by Monument City, which
advocated the creation of autonomous Zentraedi free states. Critics of these
proposals pointed to increasing incidents of Zentraedi uprising as
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justification for maintaining the status quo. The innate blood lust that had
earned the Zentraedi their reputation as fearsome warriors was not always
so easily overcome and controlled.

At factories in the industrial sector of New Macross City, humans and
aliens worked together toward the forging of a united future. The Zentraedi
were fond of work, having had no previous experience with it during their
long history of enslavement to war. Manual labor or assembly line, it made
no difference to them. Giants hauled enormous cargos of wood and raw
materials in from the wastelands, while their micronized brethren worked
at benches completing electronic components, adding Protoculture chips to
Robotech circuit panels-chips that had been salvaged from the ruined ships
that dotted the landscape.

But there was tension in the air on this particular day. Unused to a life
without war, some of the aliens were beginning to question the new life they
had chosen for themselves.

Utema was one of these. A massively built red-haired Goliath who had
served under Breetai, he had worked in New Macross for eighteen months,
first assembling steel towers in the Micronian population center, then here,
scouring the countryside for usable materials. But on one of these forays, he
had stumbled upon an encampment of former warriors who had abandoned
the Micronian ways, and ever since he had harbored an anger he could not
articulate. An urge to...destroy something-anything!

His eyes had seized on one of the factory trucks parked in the fenced-in
yard, a harmless tanker truck used for the transport of fuels. He approached
it now and booted it, experiencing a long-lost thrill as the toy vehicle
exploded and burst into flames.

Laborers at their work stations inside the factory heard Utema bellow:

"I quit! I can't stand it! I quit! This is stupid!"

The explosion had rekindled his rage. He stood with his fists clenched,
looking for something else to demolish, ignoring the protests of his giant
coworker. The two had faced off.
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"It's worse than stupid-it's degrading!" Utema roared. "I've had
enough!"

Violently, he side-kicked a stack of dressed logs, a guttural cry
punctuating his swift move.

"Shut up and don't interfere," he warned his companion. "I'm leaving!"

The second giant made no move to stop Utema as he stepped over the
chain-link fence and headed off toward the wasteland. Two others had
arrived on the scene, but they too let him walk.

"But where are you going?" one of them called out. "Utema-come back!
You won't survive out there!"

"It's you that won't survive!" Utema shouted back, pointing his finger.

"War! War is the only thing that will save us!"

At a supper club in Monument City, Minmei, wearing a gauzy blue
dress that hung off one shoulder, stood in the spotlight, accepting the
applause. It was nowhere near a full house, and, disappointed by the
turnout, she hadn't put on her best show. Nevertheless, those few who had
been able to afford tickets applauded her wildly, out of respect or politeness,
she couldn't be sure. Perhaps because most of her fans rarely knew when
her performance was off-she was her own most demanding critic.

The light was a warm, comfortable curtain she was reluctant to leave.

Kyle was waiting for her backstage in the large and virtually
unfurnished dressing room, leaning against the wall, arms crossed, looking
sullen and angry. He was dressed in jeans and a narrow-waisted jacket with
tails. She could tell he'd been drinking and wondered when he would go into
his Jekyll and Hyde number again. No doubt he'd caught all her off notes,
tempo changes, and missed words.

"Hi," she greeted him apologetically.

"That was terrible," Kyle snapped at her, no beating around the bush
tonight. It was going to be a bad evening, perhaps as bad as the night he had
kicked a bottle at her.

"Sorry," she told him mechanically, heading straight for the dressing
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table, seating herself on one of the velour stools, and wiping off makeup.

Kyle remained at the wall.

"I'm worried about that charity concert tomorrow-if it goes like this."

"I'll be okay," she promised him, looking over her shoulder. "There
were so few people tonight that I was really taken by surprise. Don't worry,
I'll be all right tomorrow."

"This is a high-class club," Kyle persisted. "We let our patrons down."

She sighed. He wasn't going to let go of it. She couldn't do anything
right anymore. He was constantly lecturing her and trying to change her
behavior.

"I know," she said meekly, sincerely depressed-not for disappointing
Kyle but for giving anything less than her all to the audience.

"Well, there's nothing we can do about it now-the damage is done."

She began applying cr $% e to her face. "You could have reduced the
admission price a bit, right?"

"Y' get what you can," Kyle said defensively, shaking his fist at her or
the world, she didn't know which. He approached her. "And then, don't you
forget, my pet-we'll be sharing the dough we earn with all the poor people,
right?"

His scolding voice was full of sarcasm and anger, hinting that she was
somehow to blame for his actions: He had to charge a lot for the tickets
because she was the one who insisted on splitting all the profits with the
needy. Little did Kyle know that she would gladly have worked for no profit.
It just didn't seem right anymore to work for money with so much need, so
much sadness and misery, in what was left of everyone's world.

"Then why don't we give all the money to charity?" she asked, meeting
his glare. "We have enough."

Kyle was down on one knee beside her now, anger still in his eyes but a
new tone of conciliation and patience in his voice. He put his hands on her
shoulders and looked into her face.

"We have, but not enough to make our dreams come true. You certainly
ought to be able to understand that!"
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"Yeah, but-"

"We promised ourselves we'd build a great concert hall some day and
do all our work there-right?"

She wanted to remind him that they had made that promise years ago,
when such things were possible. A great concert hall now-in the middle of
this wasteland, with things just beginning to rebuild and isolated groups of
people working the land who never strayed five miles from home? But she
just didn't have the energy to argue with him. She could imagine the
accusatory tone in his voice: You're the one who ought to understand about
dreams-you had so many...

"Now, get cleaned up," Kyle ordered her, getting to his feet. "After you
get dressed, I'll take you out for a good dinner, okay?"

"I'm not very hungry, Kyle," she told him.

He turned on her and exploded.

"We're going to eat anyway! I'll get the car."

The door slammed. She promised herself she wouldn't cry and went to
work removing the rest of her makeup, hoping he would mellow somewhat
by the time she met him at the stage door. But that didn't happen.

"Come on, get in," he ordered her, throwing open the sports car's
passenger door.

She frowned and slid into the leather seat. Kyle accelerated even before
she had the door closed, burning out as they left the club. He knew that she
hated that almost as much as she hated the car itself-a sleek, dual frontaxled
all-terrain sports car, always hungry for fuel and symbolizing all that she
detested in the old world as much as the new: the idea of privilege, status,
the haves and have-nots.

"Where would you like to eat?" Kyle said unpleasantly, throwing the
vehicle through the gears.

"Your dad's restaurant. We haven't been there in a long time."

"I don't want to go there."

"Then why do you bother asking me where I want to eat, Kyle? Just let
me off and I'll go there myself!"
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"Oh?" Kyle started to say, but swallowed the rest when he realized that
Minmei had thrown open the door. An oncoming van veered off, narrowly
missing them, as Kyle threw the steering wheel hard to the left to fling her
back into the vehicle. But he overcorrected coming out of the resultant
fishtail and ended up in a swerve that brought him into oncoming traffic.
The car went through several more slides before he could safely brake and
bring them to a stop on the shoulder. Afterward he leaned onto the steering
wheel and exhaled loudly. When he spoke, all of the anger and sarcasm had
left him.

"Minmei...we could have been killed..."

Minmei was not nearly as shaken by the incident, having achieved
some purpose.

"I am sorry, Kyle. But I'm really going there, even if I have to walk."
She opened the door again and started to exit. "Good-bye."

"No, wait." he stopped her. "Get back in the car."

"Why should I?"

"T'll...I'll drive you as far as the city line."

She reseated herself and said, "Thank you so much, Kyle."

The doors of the rebuilt White Dragon slid open as Minmei approached
just short of closing time. Still the center of the city as it had been on
Macross Island and later in the SDF-1, the restaurant was packed even at
this late hour.

"Hi! I'm here," she called, cheerful again, the argument with Kyle long
behind her now.

Aunt Lena was cleaning up. Tommy Luan, the barrel-chested mayor of
Macross, and his fusty wife, Loretta, were having tea.

"Oooh, you're back!" said Lena, a warm smile spreading across her face,
the mother Minmei had lost.

"Heyyy!" called the mayor, equally happy to see his long-lost creation.

She greeted Lena with an embrace.

"Welcome back, darling! But shouldn't you be rehearsing for your
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concert?" Minmei was the daughter Lena had never had as well as a
replacement for the son she seemed to have lost.

"Uh huh," Minmei told her and let it drop. "Mr. Mayor, how are you?"

"I'm just fine, Minmei."

"Good seeing you, dear," said his stiff wife. A head taller than her
husband, she had a long, almost emaciated face underscored by a
prominent chin. She wore her wavy auburn hair pulled back into an
unattractive bun and kept the collar of her blouse tightly fastened at the
neck by a large blue brooch.

Loretta and Tommy were almost as unlikely a couple as lithesome Lena
and squat Max, who was just stepping from the kitchen now, his cooking
whites and chef's hat still in place.

"Heyyy, Minmei," he drawled.

"Uncle!...Would it be okay with you if I stayed here tonight?"

"Of course it'd be okay! M' girl, you can even have your old room back
again."

"Oh, thanks, Uncle Max," Minmei said, suddenly overcome with a
feeling of love for all of them, happy to be back in the fold, away from the
lights, crowds, attention...Kyle.

"Isn't that great?" the mayor crowed. "She hasn't changed a bit, even
after becoming famous!"

Three male customers had left their table to surround her, wondering
what she was doing there, taking advantage of the casual nature of her visit
to ask for autographs.

"Success hasn't spoiled our Minmei."

"She's still our little girl," said Max.

Which is just what she wanted to feel like at the moment: to be the one
taken care of instead of the one who always had to keep things going. But
she said, laughing:

"Oh, no! That makes me sound like a little child who hasn't grown up at
all!"

"Oh, I didn't mean it that way!" Max recanted, joining the laughter.
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After signing autographs and having something to eat-Lena refused to
take no for an answer-Minmei excused herself and went upstairs to her
room. There were no questions about Kyle; it was as if he were no longer
part of the family.

Lena and Max hadn't changed a thing even after the relocation of the
restaurant from the hold of the dimensional fortress; they must have put
everything back where it had been-even the whimsical pink rabit's head
bearing her name that she had tacked to the door.

Once inside, a flood of memories began to overwhelm her:

Her first night in this very room when she'd arrived on Macross Island
from Yokohama-the balcony view from these very windows of the
reconstructed SDF-1; the Launching Day celebration and the madness that
had ensued; the years in space, and the strange twists of fate that had
brought her fame...And through it all she saw Rick journeying along with
her, accompanying her, though not always by her side.

She looked up at the corner of the room damaged by Rick's Battloid on
the day fate had thrown him a curve. The cornice of the room had been
repaired, but the place never seemed to hold paint for very long, as though
the spot had decided to memorialize itself.

Minmei crossed over to her bureau, opened one of the drawers, and
retrieved the gift Rick had given her more than three years ago on her
sixteenth birthday. The titanium Medal of Honor he had received after the
battle of Mars. She recalled how he had appeared beneath her balcony only
minutes before midnight and tossed the gift to her. "It says what I can't say
to you," Rick had told her then.

The memory warmed her heart, thawing some of the sadness lodged
there. But suddenly she felt far away from the joy and love of those earlier
times; something inside her was in danger of dying. She sobbed, holding the
medal close to her breast:

"Oh, Rick, what have I done?"
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CHAPTER THREE

What do I remember about those days in New Macross?...Anger,
strident conversations, despair-it almost seemed as if Protoculture's
shape-shifting capabilities had taken hold of fate itself, changing and
reworking individual destiny, transforming and reconfiguring lives...

Lisa Hayes, Recollections

The sun rose into cirrus skies above New Macross City, autumn's first
crisp and clear day. The stratospheric dust and debris that for two years
now had led to blue moons, sullen sunsets, and perpetual winters was at last
dissipating, and there was every indication that Earth was truly on the
mend.

Minmei, dressed in a white summer-weight skirt and red sweater,
stepped out of the White Dragon and took a deep breath of the cool
morning air. She felt more rested than she had in months; the comfort of
her own room and the company of her family were warm in her memory. A
newsboy, brown baseball cap askew on his head, rushed by and dropped off
the morning edition; she greeted him cheerfully and started off down the
street, unaware that he had turned startled in his tracks, recognizing the
singing star instantly and somewhat disappointed when she hadn't stopped
to talk with him for a moment.

She had a lot on her mind, but for a change she felt that there was all
the time in the world to see to everything. The band would be expecting her
for rehearsal, but that was still hours off, and she wanted nothing more than
to walk the streets and say hello to the city in her own way. That's no EVE
projection up there, she had to remind herself, unaccustomed to sunny
skies. She had been a creature of the night for too long, victimized by her
own needs as much as she was by Kyle's grandiose plans for the future.

Last night's argument seemed far removed from this new optimism
coursing through her. If Kyle could only be made to understand, if he would
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only stop drinking and return himself to the disciplines that made him
unique in her eyes...Sometimes he appeared to be as displaced as the
Zentraedi themselves, yearning for new battles to wage, new fronts to open.
He detested the presence of the military and continued to blame them for
the nearly total destruction of the planet. Minmei pitied him for that. The
military had at least managed to salvage a place for new growth. And as for
their presence, the threat of a follow-up attack was a real one-not
manufactured, as Kyle claimed, to keep the civilians in line. The Earth had
been ravaged once, and it could happen again.

But these were dark thoughts to have on such a glorious day, and she
decided to put them from her mind. There was beauty and renewed life
everywhere she looked. Skyscrapers rose like silver towers above the
rooftops, and Lake Gloval, looked as though it had been sprinkled with

gems....

In the outskirts of New Macross Rick had already commenced his
morning run, in full sweats today, a beige outfit Lisa had given him for his
birthday. The city was still asleep, taking advantage of the chill to spend a
few extra moments cuddled under blankets, and there was no traffic to fight;
so he jogged without any set course in mind, along the lakefront, then into
the grid of city streets. Flat-bottomed cargo crafts ferried supplies to and
from the supercarriers still attached to the SDF-1, while launches carried
night-shift work crews away from the SDF-2, back to back with its mother
ship and rapidly nearing completion.

Breathe in the good, breathe out the bad, he chanted to himself as he
ran-and there was a great deal of the latter he needed to get rid of. If asked
what he was so angry about, he probably wouldn't have been able to offer a
clear explanation. Only this: He was tense. Whether it had something to do
with his situation with Lisa, or Minmei's situation with Kyle, or Earth's with
the Zentraedi, he couldn't be sure. Probably it was a combination of
everything, coupled with an underlying sense of purposelessness that had

given rise to this unnatural cynicism and despair.

27



"Both races seem to enjoy fighting," Exedore had said. He regretted
now that he had turned the briefing into a debate-he would have felt
differently had he been able to make his point-but was still certain of his
feelings: that the Zentraedi, for all their genetic similarities to humans, were
no better than programmed androids. All one needed to do was look around
to see that he was right: The Zentraedi were hungry for war-biologically
hungry. They were deserting their positions, sometimes violently-the recent
incident in New Portland was a case in point-to take up with their fellow
malcontents in makeshift compounds in the wasteland, off limits to humans,
who would not be able to withstand the lingering radiation. Perhaps a
mistake had been made in attempting to band together despite the gains to
New Macross thanks to the literary larger labor force? But Rick was certain
it was only a matter of time before all the Zentraedi followed suit and
returned to war.

He exhaled harshly and increased his pace.

Just down the street from the White Dragon, only a few blocks from
Rick's present course, a delivery van pulled to a stop in front of a
two-storied building with a red and white striped awning and a
rainbow-shaped sign that read CLEANING. At the wheel was Konda, one of
the three former Zentraedi spies.

"Rico! Gimme a hand with this!" Bron called out from the sidewalk, a
full basket of laundry in his brawny arms.

The door to the shop opened, and the founder of the Minmei cult
stepped out, affecting oversized and unnecessary eyeglasses, convinced that
they enhanced his appearance. Rico had also let his hair grow and was
dressed in a short-waisted blue and white uniform that fit him like a leisure
suit.

The three former secret agents had secured jobs with the cleaning
service several months ago, their fascination for clothing as strong now as it
had been when they first experienced Micronian life in the holds of the
SDF-1.

"Hey, guess what happened?" Konda said, leaning out of the van.
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Rico was quick to respond, leaving Bron (a good fifteen pounds lighter
than he'd been two years ago) to fend for himself. "What happened?" he
asked excitedly.

"Guess."

"What?" Rico repeated, enjoying the game but still vague about the
rules.

"Minmei's back in town-she stayed at the restaurant last night!"

"No kidding!"

"I got it straight from his honor the mayor himself."

Rico made a puzzled gesture. "But I saw in the paper that Minmei's got
a concert in Stone City today." He wanted to believe Konda, but still...

"Well; if she leaves early enough today, she can still make it,” Konda
offered as an explanation.

Rico snapped his fingers. "Rats! If I had known, I would have gone to
the restaurant last night to eat." He dug into his pants pocket and produced
a small notebook, which he immediately began to leaf through. It was
possible he'd been mistaken about the Stone City concert. "Hmmm...let's
see...It looks like I've forgotten her concert schedule in my other notebook."
If Konda's information was correct, then perhaps Minmei would be
spending another night at the White Dragon.

Rico reveled in the idea of "having a mission." He and his sidekicks had
had their share of dull evenings lately. Things didn't seem to be working out
too well between the three of them and Kim, Vanessa, and Sammie. He was
at a loss to explain the reasons for this but reasoned that it had something
to do with procreation, that mystery of mysteries so important to Micronian
females. Not everyone could be as fortunate as Miriya Parino and her
mate...

Just then Bron appeared behind him, a neatly folded stack of sheets in
his arms.

"Hey! We're supposed to be dry cleaners, not gossipmongers." Bron
took his job very seriously, judging it to be one of the most important things
a Micronian could attend to-next to cooking, of course. The care and
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maintenance of uniforms especially. "Now, either you ship up or shape out
or I'm gonna just have to-huh?"

Bron shouldered Rico aside and advanced a few steps along the
sidewalk, staring at a woman pedestrian headed their way.

"Hey...Am I dreaming?" he-said. Then: "It is!"

"Huh?" said Rico, tempted to remove his glasses.

Konda leaned from the van. "Is that..."

"Minmei!" the three of them said together, unable to believe their luck.

"Hi." She smiled, raising her hand. She hadn't seen any of them in
months-since her last open-air concert in New Macross, where they had had
front-row seats and carried artificial flowers.

Rico and Bron ran to her, Konda quick to bring up the rear.

"Minmei, would you...well, would you like to autograph this?" Bron
said, offering her his pile of pressed linen.

"Hey, Bron, that belongs to a customer," Rico pointed out, confident
that his knowledge of Micronian protocol would impress Minmei.

But Bron ignored him. "So what! I'll buy the customer a new one!"

This found favor with Rico and Konda, both of whom reached for the
sheets simultaneously, touching off an instant tug-of-war for what hadn't
already fallen to the sidewalk.

Minmei backed up, worried about how this battle might escalate; but

finally she laughed and dug into her purse for a pen.

Elsewhere in the city a more violent battle was under way.

Mayor Tommy Luan had been attending to his morning ritual (putting
on a tie, then taking it off ), when he saw something fly past his second-floor
bedroom window-something large and red that had about as much business
being in the air as a tie had around his neck. He moved to the window in
time to see a compact car crash to the street and explode. Pedestrians were
screaming and fleeing the scene. Some idiot's driven off the roof of the
parking garage, Luan told himself as he made for the stairway.

By the time he reached street level, flames and thick smoke had
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engulfed what was left of the car. But he had scarcely stepped from the
building when a second explosion filled the air, more ground-shaking than
the first. Luan saw a second black cloud rise over the rooftops from
somewhere nearby and ran toward the direction of the smoke, revising his
earlier hypothesis. Was this a sneak attack or some new terrorist group at
work?

As he approached the intersection, an airborne girder took out a
streetlamp, sending up a fountain of sparks and stopping him in his tracks.
From around the corner came two Zentraedi giants, one brandishing a long
pipe and carrying a large sack stuffed with who knew what. Luan had begun
a slow retreat down his street, but the two saw him and began to pursue him.
Spent after a block, the mayor stopped, collapsing to his knees in front of
his home.

The Zentraedi stood over him, threatening him with the pipe.

"I beg you-h-have pity,"

"I'll spare you if you give me everything you've got!" growled the pipe
wielder instinctively, with no real purpose other than intimidation in mind.

"T-that's easier said than done," Luan answered him, trying to figure
out just what he might possess that would appeal to a sixty-foot warrior.

Inside the house, Luan's wife, Loretta, having glimpsed the terrifying
street scene from the living room window, had already raised the base on
the phone. The clenched fist of one of the aliens filled the plate window
behind her.

"Right...right," she was saying, growing panic in her voice. "They've
suddenly become very violent and extremely dangerous. They're trying to
take our food and our possessions and everything we-"

Something took hold of her, cutting off her breath.

Now she was being lifted off the floor and carried through the front
door, her narrow shoulders and fragile neck pinched in the grip of giant
fingers. The warrior, who had gone down on both knees to fish her from her
home, held her ten feet above the sidewalk, choking the life from her while
he roared into her face.
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"Whaddaya think you're up to? Sit down!" he said gruffly, slamming
her to the concrete. This knocked the wind out of her and dislocated her
back. Through the pain she recognized that she was sitting in a most
unladylike position, her pleated blue skirt up around her thighs, but there
was nothing she could do about it. Then suddenly Tommy was beside her,
holding her and spitting at the aliens:

"You monster! You've hurt her." Luan wrapped his beefy arms around
his wife. "Be strong, darling. We're going to get you to a hospital as soon as
we-"

"You're not going anywhere!" the two Zentraedi bellowed, moving in to
cast a grim shadow over both of them....

Rick was breathing hard, pushing himself into a sprint, when he heard
his name called. He forced himself to stop, doubled over with hands on his
knees, panting for a moment, before he turned around. Lisa! He had
purposely avoided his usual route for fear of bumping into her, and now
here she was not ten feet away, shapely in her blue skirt and orange V-neck
sweater. There had been some awkward moments between them these past
few weeks. She had stopped coming by his quarters-even (in a roundabout
fashion) returned the key he had given her. She thought he was seeing
Minmei again, but he wasn't. Not really.

"What are you doing up so early?" he asked as she approached.

She stammered, "Um...well, I wasn't sleeping too well."

"Why not?" Rick said, feeling a sudden concern.

"Something's wrong."

"Wrong? Whaddaya mean?"

Lisa stared at him. Was he ever going to be able to talk to her? "I don't
know," she told him. "I'm not really sure..."

"Well, working on patrol has made me pretty sensitive to what's going
on-there's some tension, but we can handle it."

Was he talking about tension between the two of them, or did he mean
tension among the Zentraedi? Lisa asked herself. Patrol was making him
sensitive...to what? She wanted to believe that this was Rick's way of
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apologizing.

"I'd better be reporting in," he said, motioning toward the SDF-1. "It's
breakfast time."

Lisa smiled to herself. It was like pulling teeth...but she wasn't going to
give up on him. Not yet.

"Mind if I walk with you? I don't feel like going back to the barracks by
myself, okay?"

"Come to think of it," Rick said as they started off, "you may be right
about there being trouble."

It was as prescient a comment as Rick had uttered in quite some
time-although subsequent events would erase it from his memory-because
Minmei happened to be walking up the very street Rick and Lisa had
entered when they rounded the corner scarcely ten-paces ahead of her.

Minmei froze, sucking in her breath, as those haunting memories she
had experienced in her room last evening returned. Seeing him now,
practically arm in arm with this other woman, only strengthened her earlier
longings and, worse still, reinforced her worse fears. What had she done?

"Oh, listen," she heard Rick tell Lisa. "I forgot to tell you-I put your
picture in my album."

"You did? That was sweet."

Rick turned to Lisa and started to say, "I hope you don't mind, but I-"

Then he saw her standing there.

The moment was full of real-life drama, but Minmei held the edge. She
stood still long enough for him to hear her sob and see the tears; then she
turned and ran.

Her performance wasn't lost on Lisa. But Rick was fully taken in,
already chasing after her, calling for her to wait.

Why? Lisa yelled at herself. Why does she have to manipulate him, and
why does he fall right into it, and why am I chasing him now when he's
chasing her?

Rick and Lisa were right behind Minmei when she turned the corner,

but all at once she was nowhere in sight.
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"How could she have disappeared so quickly?" Rick said, looking
around.

Lisa was out of breath. She had figured-correctly, in fact-that Minmei
was hiding in one of the storefronts up ahead.

She was about to suggest they try a different direction, when a
thunderous bass voice suddenly yelled: "I said shut up!"

Rick and Lisa turned. Towering above the building situated diagonally
across the intersection from them, two Zentraedi workers were faced off in
an argument. The red-haired one stepped forward and threw a sucker
punch, catching the second across the jaw and dropping him to the street
with a ground-shaking crash.

"Come on!" Rick said, hurrying toward the fracas.

By the time Rick and Lisa arrived on the scene, the red-haired
Zentraedi was straddling his opponent, pummeling the other's face. A third
Zentraedi, obviously allied with the winner, stood smiling off to one side.
Tommy Luan was cowering on the sidewalk nearby.

Rick braced himself and stepped forward. "Stop that fighting right
now!" he yelled. "Stop it, I said!"

The mayor, supporting his injured wife, ran to Rick's side from across
the street.

"Commander! Thank goodness you're here!"

"What's this all about, sir?" Rick asked him.

"They were threatening to kill us! Then this one showed up, and they
started arguing-"

"I can't live here anymore!" bellowed the red-haired Zentraedi, pinning
his opponent to the street.

Luan, encouraged by Rick's presence, stepped forward to address the
giant. "I told you-I understand your problem, but you have to be reasonable
about-"

"Be quiet, fatso!" the former warrior said, getting to his feet. "T'll
squash you, got it?!"

Luan and his wife hid behind Rick.
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"Tell him not to get angry about it, Commander."

Just then the streets began shaking with a recognizable thunder. Civil
defense sirens blared as four Excalibur MK VIs took up positions on either
side of the Zentraedi, their twin-cannon arms raised. Bipedally designed
relatives of the MAC II cannon, the mecha bristled with gatlings and were
capable of delivering devastating volleys of firepower.

Rick wasn't sure what he was going to say next, but the sudden arrival
of Robotech mecha on the scene was a booster shot to his confidence.

"The authorities are here. Now will you stop fighting?"

The upper gun turret of the lead Excalibur slid forward, and the
mecha's commander elevated himself into view.

"Zentraedi!" his small but amplified voice rang out. "Stop! We've got
you surrounded!'

The giant who moments before had been flat on his back got up and
stepped out of harm's way, leaving the red-haired one and his cohort center
stage. Rick, recognizing the voice of the mecha commander, cupped his
hands to his mouth and shouted: "Dan! Hold it!"

Dan looked down from his cockpit seat, surprised to find Rick in the
middle of this. "Commander! What happened here?"

"Let me handle this," Rick told him.

Dan gave a verbal aye-aye, and Rick moved in angrily to confront the
giants.

"Now, you listen to me, and listen good! I know life with us is hard for
you, but the authorities want to help you with your problems-if you'll give
them the chance."

The red-haired Zentraedi, clutching his sackful of valuables once again,
went down on one knee to answer Rick, equally confident and angered.

"Wait a minute!" he growled. "If your government is so worried about
us and so concerned about our welfare, why don't they let us go out and be
with our own people where we belong?"

"Uh, well, that's-"

"I am a warrior, understand?"
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"Well, what about it?" asked the second Zentraedi threateningly.
"Bagzent wants to fight-can you help him?"

"I'm good with my fists, and I can handle practically any weapon,"
continued the one called Bagzent. "So what do you say? Can you help?
Speak up, I can't hear you...Well?...Are you gonna help me or not?"

The scene was turning ugly again. Mayor Luan, his wife, and Lisa
sensed it and began to back away. The CD mecha shifted slightly, their guns
traversing somewhat.

At the corner, unseen, Minmei gasped.

"Well," Rick began, "we have no firm guarantee you won't band
together and attack us again. If you want to-"

"Huh!" Bagzent grunted, tiring of the game. "If you can't help-me solve
my problem, then what's the point in saying that you or your government
will talk about it?" All at once his right hand had moved forward.
"Micronian!" he uttered in disgust, flicking his forefinger.

Rick took the full force of the movement. The Zentraedi's log-sized
forefinger caught him full body, from knees to chin, lifting him off his feet
and tossing him a good ten feet through the air. Dazed and bloodied, he
landed solidly on his rump at the clawlike foot of one of the Excaliburs.

Startled gasps went up from the humans pressed together on the street
corner, but those were not as bothersome to the Zentraedi as the sounds of
weapons being leveled against them.

"On my signal," said Dan. "Blast 'em!"

The two Zentraedi backed away, suddenly afraid. Gatlings were ranged
in.

"Wait," one of them pleaded. "Don't shoot."

Rick shook the pain from his body, struggled to his feet, and raced back
to the center of the arena. He raised up his arms and shouted to Dan again,
"Hold your fire!" Then he held his face up to to Bagzent, blood running from
the corner of his mouth.

Bagzent snarled. "Listen to me, Micronian," he started to say.

"No! You listen to me," Rick interrupted him. "We've given you
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sanctuary and this is how you repay us?!"

The corners of Bagzent's mouth turned down. "I'm sorry,” he
grumbled-not apologetically, but as if to say: I'm sorry it has to be this way.

Bagzent and his companion turned and began to walk off, but the third
Zentraedi stepped forward now, calling to them.

"Come back! You'll regret this! When we first came here, you thought
their culture was a great thing-you were so impressed by Minmei's songs."

The Zentraedis stopped for a moment as if considering this, then
continued their heavy-footed retreat.

"Stay and give it one more try!" the third was shouting. "It's worth the
effort, isn't it? We've come so far, we can't give up now!"

When he realized his words were having no effect, he added: "Stupid
cowards! Come back!"

Concealed from Lisa and the Luans, Minmei brought her hand to her
mouth to stifle her sadness and terror. When she could no longer contain
herself, she fled.

Lisa was at Rick's side now, watching the Zentraedis move stiffly away.

"They're getting more and more dissatisfied," said Rick, spitting blood.
"We're gonna have to do something."

"I wonder...what'll they do after they leave here?"

"I know one thing," the mayor interjected. "Whether they survive out in
that wasteland or not...we're responsible."

Rick spun around, angry and confused to find yet another sympathizer
in his midst. But the mayor stared him down.

"That's right, Rick," Luan said knowingly. "We haven't heard the last of
this."
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CHAPTER FOUR

The mythologies of numerous Earth cultures identified north and the
arctic regions with evil and death. I don't believe it was convenience or
coincidence that led the militaristic heads of the Earth council to construct
their ill-fated Grand Cannon there; nor do I think that Khyron just happened
to land his ship there. As water seeks its own level, so does evil seek its own
place.

Rawlins, Zentraedi Triumvirate: Dolza, Breetai, Khyron

The mile-long alien cruiser lay buried under ice and snow, with only its
igloolike gun turrets visible above the frozen, howling surface. No squad of
Air Force personnel would come to investigate this one, nor would any
human-chain prophylactic magic circle be formed to contain its evil intent.
It was too late to watch the skies...

In the observation bubble inside the ship, Khyron, his burgundy
uniform and forest-green campaign cloak looking none the worse for wear
through two long years, leaped from the command chair as Gerao delivered
his latest report.

"Are you absolutely sure of this, Gerao?"

"I'm certain of it, m'lord," said Gerao, thrice lucky for having lived
through the explosion of the reflex furnaces on Mars, the holing of his ship
during a Daedalus Maneuver, and now the holocaust itself. He brought his
fist to his breast insignia in salute.

"Our spies have reported that thousands of dissatisfied Zentraedi are
leaving town after town. They are estimated to be around ten thousand, sir."

"Ah, splendid," said Khyron, clenching his right hand, the devilish eyes
of his handsome face peering from beneath blue bangs. "A most interesting
occurrence-well worth the two-year wait in this terrible place!"

Khyron, through either an act of prescient will or cowardice unheard of
among the Zentraedi, had absented his ship and crew from the battle that
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had all but destroyed the last of his race. It certainly wasn't Khyron's plan to
bring Breetai and Dolza into confrontation, so why allow the Botoru
Battalion to get caught up in High Command's madness? All along Khyron
had maintained that the best way to handle Zor's ship was to destroy it.
Anyone should have been able to see that from the beginning. But instead
the fools had attempted to capture the fortress, unaware of the Micronian
malignancy spreading fast through the fleet. The existence of the
Protoculture matrix Zor's fortress was thought to contain was not, however,
so easily dismissed. Indeed, Khyron had saved himself for this greater
purpose; but the fact remained that his warship's precious fuel and weapons
supply were all but depleted.

He had hidden on the far side of the Earth during the catastrophic
explosion that had wiped out Dolza's four-million-ship armada-the armada
that had once made his race the most feared throughout the Fourth
Quadrant. Surely the Micronians had the traitors Breetai and Exedore to
thank for their success, although how those two had gained any knowledge
of the barrier shield's inversion capacity was beyond him. In all likelihood it
was a stroke of luck-and the judgment of fate for the Zentraedi.

Khyron had chosen to put down in the frozen wasteland of the
half-dead planet in the hopes of salvaging something from the Micronian's
reflex weapon, the so-called Grand Cannon. But nothing remained of it.

He was aware, however, that his elite group did not represent the last
of the Zentraedi; somewhere in the quadrant between Earth and Tirol, there
was Commandor Reno's ship, along with the automated Robotech factory,
still fabricating battle mecha for a handful of warriors. There were also the
contaminated Zentraedi from Breetai's fleet who had elected to stand
shoulder to shoulder with the Micronians. Khyron's own spies were at work
infiltrating this latter group, in addition to the renegade bands of Zentraedi
who had already abandoned the Earth population centers to inhabit the
wastes; and Khyron knew that someday soon they would prove to be his
allies. Then, Reno and Khyron would rebuild the Zentraedi war machine
with the help of the Masters themselves. And once the Earth was
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incinerated, they would scour the quadrant for new worlds to conquer.

But first he needed to get his ship spaceworthy once again.

And now the word he'd been waiting for had finally come.

He turned to the one who had stood beside him through the long wait,
in defiance of the old ways, a symbol of the new order of things.

"Our faith is vindicated, my dear Azonia."

"Indeed," The former commander of the Quadrono Battalion smiled.
She was dressed like her lord, save that her cloak was blue. Her arms were
folded, and she wore an arrogant grin. When her own ship had been holed
by fire from Dolza's armada, it was Khyron who had come to her aid,
convincing her to abandon Breetai's forces and join him. "Let them battle it
out together," he had said. "We will live to see the rebirth of the Zentraedi!"

"Their taste for the Micronian life-style was only temporary," Khyron
was saying. "I knew that after a little while they'd grow tired of it. And you
see I was right!"

Two years under the ice and snow had brought a strange new closeness
between Azonia and her commander-a closeness that had more to do with
life than death: the stimulation of the senses, pleasure. Azonia believed it
had something to do with the planet itself-this Earth. But she kept these
thoughts to herself. If pleasure was the cause of the warriors' desertion, she
couldn't blame them-Miriya included, although it remained a puzzle why
she would bother to take a Micronian mate over a Zentraedi.

"Yes, Khyron," said the fourth Zentraedi in the command center-Grel,
who had been Khyron's trusted lieutenant through many long campaigns.

Azonia shook her fist, mimicking Khyron's gesture of determination.
"Now, look," she announced. "If things keep going as planned, we can put
together a battalion that I guarantee will take them!"

Khyron smiled to himself. It was only right that his underlings echo his
sentiments, but Azonia had a lot to learn. What could she guarantee, save
that Khyron would be victorious in the end? That Khyron would take them!

Nevertheless, he humored her without seeming patronizing.

"Yes, of course we shall.”
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The Backstabber moved to the comlink of the cruiser's command
bubble to address his troops, who had gathered in the astrogational hold
below.

"Now, listen, everyone," he began. "You needn't hide yourselves any
longer! You are Zentraedi warriors! I want you to see to it that our former
comrades are led here. Those who have established camps for themselves in
the wastelands and those who have yet to leave the Micronian population
centers. And I want you to tell all the micronized Zentraedi that if they join
us, I will return them to their original size so that they too may walk tall and
proud once again!"

The soldiers began to cheer their lord and savior with cries of "Long
live the Zentraedi, long live Khyron!"

Khyron's lips became a thin line as he took in the collective
outpourings of his troops.

Yes, he promised himself, he would return the Zentraedi to their
original size-their rightful place in the universe. And the destruction of this
planet would be his first step in that direction, including the destruction of
that secret weapon the Micronians had used so effectively against his race,
that weapon the deserters had learned to embrace: that Minmei!

Kyle gave another look at his wristwatch: seven forty-eight and she still
hadn't arrived.

He glanced out from the wings of the stage. It was a small crowd who
had gathered in Stone City's open-air amphitheater (half a dozen giant
Zentraedi in the far tiers, mesas and monoliths in the distance, a pink and
blue sunset sky) but a vocal one nonetheless, clapping and shouting now,
eager to bring Minmei on stage. The warm-up group was well into their
second set, but the audience had already tired of them halfway through the
first.

Kyle cursed himself for letting her out of his sight, especially after last
night's fight and that crazy stunt she had pulled on the Macross Highway.

"Hey, Kyle!" said someone behind him. There was an unconcealed note
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of anger in the voice, and Kyle swung around ready for action, happy to vent
his own frustration and rage if the opportunity presented itself. Vance
Hasslewood, Minmei's booking agent, was striding down the corridor
toward him.

"What's the idea? Where the devil is Minmei?" Hasslewood demanded.

Hasslewood was wearing his customary aviator specs, a sweater-vested
white suit and tie, and a scowl on his clean-shaven face.

"Minmei'll be here," Kyle told him tiredly.

"But showtime's in just ten more minutes-you realize that?"

"She'll show," Kyle said more strongly. "Minmei is not the kind of
singer who ignores her obligations. You oughta know that by now,
Hasslewood."

"I do know that. But just the same, Kyle, I want her here at least half an
hour before showtime."

"She'll be here!" Kyle repeated, his patience' fading fast. He gestured to
the audience. "You know, you put on a pretty good act as a promoter,
Hasslewood-attracting an audience that size."

Hasslewood's nostrils flared. He was getting sick and tired of having to
answer to Kyle's demands and criticisms and was of half a mind to turn his
back on the whole deal. But he couldn't bear the thought of leaving Minmei
in the care of a hothead like Kyle. A drunk and degenerate-

"Hey, she's here!" a stagehand called out.

As Hasslewood turned. around, one of the band members ran up to
him.

"Minmei's here. She's in her dressing room," he told them, feeling it
necessary to point the way.

Kyle snorted and shouldered his way past Hasslewood. He didn't
bother to knock at the dressing room door, merely threw it open and
demanded:

"Where have you been?"

Minmei was putting on her face. She was wearing the same
off-the-shoulder ruffled blue dress she had worn at the supper club last
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night.

"Sorry I'm late," she answered without turning around.

"I don't know why we're even bothering to do this gig-there's hardly
anyone out there. This is the pits."

"I don't care that much about the size of the audience," she said into
the mirror. "I'm through worrying about all this, Kyle. I'm just going to sing
for my fans, just the way I always have."

"What's with you?" he said, standing over her now.

Minmei shot to her feet and faced him. "You worry about our take, Kyle!
I'm just singing for myself, do you understand me? Just for myself!"

She pushed past him and left the room.

Her anger had taken him by surprise. Minmei just singing for herself?
he asked himself, then turned to the door with a sullen look.

He'd see about that.

Back in New Macross, Rick, Lisa, and Max and Miriya Sterling were
summoned to a briefing in Admiral Gloval's quarters aboard the SDF-1.
Hunter and Hayes had spent most of the day filling out reports concerning
that morning's incident with the Zentraedi malcontents. Rick was sore head
to foot from Bagzent's finger flick. Max and Miriya were sans Dana, their
child, for a change but joined at the hip nonetheless.

Gloval looked plain tired. Perhaps, as a former Earth hero had once
remarked, "it wasn't the years, it was the miles." He'd been spending more
and more of his time in the old ship, and on those rare occasions when he
did put in an appearance elsewhere, he seemed impatient and troubled.
Gone was the tolerant, accepting paternal figure who shared the sense of
fear and purpose that united the rest of them. In his place was a man of
secret purpose, bearing the weight of the world on his narrow shoulders.
Exedore, who in a sense had become his right-hand man, was also in
attendance.

"What I'm about to tell you is strictly confidential,” Gloval told the four
RDF commanders. "Not a word of this is to leave this room. If it were to get
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out, the damage would be catastrophic.”

The old man was seated at his desk; behind him the clear starry night
poured in through the fortress's massive permaglass window.

The commanders responded with a crisp, "Yes, sir."

Exedore stepped forward to address them now, the whites of his eyes
practically glowing in the dim room.

"Yesterday, we finally spotted the Zentraedi automated Robotech
factory satellite. Space cruisers large enough to destroy the Earth with a
single blast are being constructed within the satellite." He caught their
gasps of surprise and hastened to add, "Yes, it is a terrible thing."

"Listen carefully,” said Gloval, more harshly than was necessary. He
was standing now, palms flat against the desk. "I want you people to survey
that system and bring me additional data on the satellite."

The four commanders exchanged puzzled looks. There was something
the old man wasn't telling them-aside from answering how it was they were
supposed to get offworld-unless of course he was planning to recommission
the SDF-1 itself.

"Commander Breetai will fill you in on the details," Gloval explained
after a moment. "We have no way of knowing if and when the remaining
Zentraedi will attack us again, but for our own defense we have to have as
many space cruisers as we can lay our hands on." He turned to them now to
emphasize the point, "You understand that."

"Yes," Exedore said softly. His eyes were closed, his brow furrowed,
and one could almost believe that he felt a twinge of pain at the thought of
bringing warships to bear against his own kind once again.

Rick and the others voiced their assent: It not only meant that they
would be leaving the planet again, it meant that they would be relying on
the Zentraedi as well. And yet Gloval was right: It was for their own defense.

Minmei stepped onto the stage and grasped the microphone. Colored
spots played across the plank floor, until at last a single rose-toned beam of
light found and encompassed her in its warm glow. Her face was sad, blue
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eyes wide and full of loss. The crowd was chanting, "We love Minmei, we
love Minmei," but all she could think about was Rick, Kyle, those giant
Zentraedi who had fought in the streets of New Macross only hours ago.

She felt as though she had failed everyone.

She had decided to scrap the first upbeat tune of the set and go
immediately into "Touch and Go," a laid-back number that started with a
simple piano and string riff and bass slide but grew somber and melancholy
at the F-sharp minor/C-sharp 7 bridge, with a sort of crying guitar
distortion punctuation backed by a stiff snare beat.

I always think of you,
Dream of you late at night.
What do you do,

When I turn out the light?
No matter who I touch,

It is you I still see.

I can't believe

What has happened to me.

Tears began to form in her eyes as she sang. The audience was
mesmerized by her performance. She sensed this and began to experience
an extraordinary sense of nostalgia and yearning, entering the tune's bridge

now:

It is you I miss.
It's you who's on my mind,
It's you I cannot leave behind.

If the connection could always be this strong, she said to herself. If only
she had the strength to will things right, and good, and peaceful. If only she
had the power to become that symbol once again, that perfect chord

everyone would vibrate to...
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It's me who's lost-
The me who lost her heart-
To you who tore my heart

apart.

But loss was the world's new theme; loss and betrayal, anger and regret.
And what could she hope to achieve against such malignant power? She had
tried and failed, and the day would come soon when song itself was but a

memory.

If you still think of me
How did we come to this?
Wish that I knew

It is me that you miss
Wish that I knew

It is me that you miss...
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CHAPTER FIVE

[The joint Terran/Zentraedi exploration of the SDF-1] was the only
occasion when Breetai allowed himself to undergo the micronization process
[prior to the SDF-3 Expeditionary Mission to Tirol]. As soon as it became
obvious that Zor's prize [i.e., the Protoculture matrix] was likely to remain
hidden for some time longer, Breetai immediately had himself returned to full
stature. He had little of the curiosity for Micronian customs that Exedore had;
nor did he share the same fascination for Minmei that was responsible for so
many other deviations from the Zentraedi way. Breetai enjoyed being looked
up to...

Rawlins, Zentraedi Triumvirate: Dolza, Breetai, Khyron

Ground fog lay like spun sugar across Lake Gloval and swirled through
the early morning streets of New Macross like autumn ghosts. In the
shadow of the gargantuan dimensional fortress-like some techno-Neptune
protector-a three-stage rocket added its LOX exhaust to the mist. An RDF
shuttle (the same that had carried Lisa Hayes from the SDF-1 to Alaska Base
two years ago) was affixed. to the rocket's main booster pack.

In another part of the field, nine Veritechs were also holding in
preflight status. Each ship was outfitted with deep-space augmentation
pods and positioned atop individual blast shield transports.

The Shiva was fully primed for launch; gantries and attendance
vehicles had already been pulled back, and the sound of the countdown
Klaxons lent an eerie sound track to the scene.

In the control tower, techs ran last-minute crucial checks on the
shuttle's propulsion and guidance systems. Readouts flashed across myriad
monitor screens too quickly for the untrained eye to make sense of, and two
dozen voices talked at once but never at cross-purposes. Robotechnology
had simplified things substantially since the pioneering days of space travel,
but certain traditions and routines had been maintained.
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"Calculations for orbital fluctuations have been received," one of the
shuttle crew said through the comlink "We have lock and signal, control."

"Shuttle escort," a male controller directed toward one of the Veritechs,
"we are at T minus fifty and counting. Your lift-off is at T three."

A second Veritech pilot was being questioned by a female tech: "Escort
V-oh-one-one-two, your gravitational tracking status is what? Please
clarify."

"Tower control," the pilot responded. "Uh, sorry about that. Little
snafu with the guidance switch, if you know what I mean..."

"Watch it next time, mister," the tech scolded him.

On the field Max and Miriya, strapped into their respective blue and
red Veritechs, went through final systems checks. Max flashed his wife a
thumbs-up from the cockpit as he lowered the tinted faceshield of his
helmet.

Evacuation warnings were being broadcast through the field PA: "All
ground support vehicles evacuate launch area immediately...All Veritechs
complete final systems check...We. are go for lift-off. Repeat-we are go for
lift-off...Countdown commencing-T minus thirty seconds..."

In Skull One, Rick surveyed the field as the transport's massive
hydraulic jacks lifted the Veritech to a seventy-two-degree launch angle.
Simultaneously a thick blast shield was elevated into position behind the
Veritech's aft rockets. Thinking about the importance of the mission, he was
overcome by a wave of nostalgia, a curious sense of homesickness for space.
He realized suddenly how disappointed he would have been had the admiral
left him out of this one...

"You are going to rendezvous with the Zentraedi flagship, " Gloval had
explained at the briefing. "Only at that time will you receive your final
instructions. I have put Commander Breetai in charge of this mission for
reasons that will become clear to you later."

Rick glanced over his shoulder at the Shiva, the shuttle piggyback on its
gleaming hull. It was amazing, he decided: going off to rendezvous with
Breetai, the Zentraedi who had once torn his Vermilion Veritech limb

48



from limb. He wondered if Lisa was remembering that time, that kiss...

"Shuttle to tower control...all systems on-line and awaiting green light."

"Roger, shuttle," the controller radioed to the crew. "Stand by..."

Inside the shuttle, Lisa leaned toward the permaglass porthole closest
to her seat. It was not an easy maneuver, but she hoped to catch a glimpse
of Rick's lift-off. One by one the Veritechs were being nosed up now...Max's,
Miriya's...Rick's...She pulled herself away from the view and sighed, loud
enough for Claudia and Exedore to hear her and inquire if she was all right.
It was a strange mixture of emotions that tugged at her thoughts: memories
of the time she'd spent in Breetai's ship and recent events that continued to
confuse her feelings. In some ways this return to the stars was less like a
mission than a vacation.

"Shuttle escort launch at signal zero-now!"

The Veritechs lifted off, the sound of their blasts like a volley of
thunderclaps echoing around the lake. Then, with a more continuous roar,
the Shiva rose from its pad, a fiery morning star in the scudded skies over
New Macross.

Breetai's ship, one-time nemesis and subsequent ally of the SDF-1, was
holding at a Lagrange point inside the lunar orbit. More than ten kilometers
in length, armored and bristling with guns like some nightmare leviathan,
the vessel had never put down on Earth. But teams of Lang's Robotechs,
working side by side with Zentraedi giants, had retrofitted the ship to
accommodate human crews. Elevators and air locks had been incorporated
into the hull; holds had been partitioned off into human-size work spaces
and quarters; automated walkways were installed; and the astrogation hold
now contained control consoles and the latest innovations from Lang's
projects-development labs. All this had been child's play for the Earth
techs-many of the same men and women who had overseen the original
conversion of the SDF-1, had later fabricated a city for 60,000 inside the
fortress itself, and were currently involved in the construction of the
SDF-2-but it had struck the Zentraedi (who had no understanding of the
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Robotechnology bequeathed to them by the Masters) as near miraculous.

Now, while the shuttle craft carrying Exedore, Lisa, and Claudia
entered one of the flagship's docking bays, the nine Veritechs under Rick's
command were reconfiguring to Guardian mode and putting down in
formation on an external elevator. In the bay a human voice announced the
shuttle's arrival in English.

"All  personnel in  docking zones D-twenty-four and
D-twenty-five-attention: Micronian shuttlecraft now commencing final
docking procedures in upper landing bay."

The use of the term "Micronian" was no longer considered to be
pejorative, in spite of its derivation; it had simply come to mean
"human-size" as opposed to "microbelike." So Lisa and Claudia were not
fazed; nor was Rick, topside, when a shock trooper welcomed the Veritechs
aboard likewise.

The Zentraedi shock trooper stood a good sixty feet tall, but the fact
that he was wearing armor and a helmet suggested that he might be one of
the inferior class of warriors incapable of withstanding the vacuum perils of
deep space unless properly outfitted.

"Uh, thanks," Rick told him through the com net. "It's good to be here."
The trooper flashed him a grin and thumbs-up. "If you're ready, let's bring
her down," Rick added.

The giant proudly displayed a device in his gloved hand. He tapped in a
simple code, and the elevator began to drop into the ship.

Elsewhere, Lisa, Claudia, and Exedore exited the shuttle's circular
doorway and descended the stairway to the hold floor. Breetai was waiting
for them there, his blue uniform and brown tunic looking brand-new.

"My Micronian friends-welcome," his voice boomed.

Lisa looked up at him standing there with arms akimbo and found
herself smiling. These past two years had worked a subtle magic on the
commander. It was well known that he refused to micronize himself, but
merely working with humans had been enough to change him somehow,
soften him, Lisa thought. The gleaming plate that covered one side of his

50



face seemed more an adornment now than anything else.

Meanwhile Exedore had stepped forward and offered a stiff human
salute.

"Greetings and salutations, your Lordship. We are at your service."

Breetai bent down, a look of affection contorting his face. "It's good
seeing you, Exedore...It's nice to have you back on the ship."

Exedore must have noticed the change also, because he seemed
genuinely moved. "Why, uh, thank you, sir," he stammered.

Breetai turned to Claudia and Lisa, their upturned faces betraying
gentle amusement. "And I especially wish to extend a welcome to you," he
told them, making a gallant gesture with his hand. "I am deeply honored to
have you under my command."

Lisa, versed in Zentraedi protocol, returned: "It's a great honor, sir, to
have this opportunity."

Breetai came down on one knee to thank her. "As you know, my people
are unaccustomed to contact with beauty such as yours," he said flatteringly.
"So don't be offended by any strange reactions you may encounter."

Lisa and Claudia turned to each other and laughed openly as Breetai
drew himself up to full height again.

"Now then...if you'll permit, I'll show you to your quarters."

In the hangar space below the docking elevator, Max stood beneath
Miriya's scarlet Guardian. He called up to the open-canopied cockpit, "Okay,
that's it," signaling her with a wave of his hand. "Now bring the cradle pod
down."

Miriya activated the device only recently installed in her Veritech.

"Here it comes," she told him.

Servomotors whined, and a royal-blue cylindrical pod-which could
have passed for a turn-of-the-century bomb-began to drop from the rear
seat, riding a telescoping shaft down beneath the legs of the fighter.

A Robotech delivery, Max said to himself as he approached the pod. He
went to work disengaging fasteners, and in a minute the pod's blunt nose
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swung open. Max peered inside the heavily padded interior, smiled, and
said, "There..."

He reached in and pulled Dana into his arms, a tiny wiggling astronaut
in a white helmet with tinted faceshield and a pink and white suit that fit
her like Dr. Dentons. Dana cooed, and Max hugged her to himself.

Miriya saw him step from beneath the Veritech with Dana cradled in
his arms. Max assisted Dana in a wave; Miriya smiled and felt her heart skip

a beat.

Breetai paced the observation bubble deck anxiously. Terran techs had
effected changes here as well. The bubble shield had been dismantled and
an openwork semicircular flattopped walkway installed in its place;
humansize consoles occupied a flyout platform at the center of the arc. In
addition, the circular monitor screen Max Sterling had once piloted a
Veritech through was back in one piece.

"Any fluctuations from the satellite factory?" Breetai inquired into one
of the binocularlike microphones.

"Negative," answered a synthesized voice. "Maintaining solar stasis."

"Notify me immediately of any change," he ordered.

"Yes, sir," the computer responded.

Breetai assumed the command chair and steepled his fingers. "Think,
Breetai-think of a plan,” he said aloud, as demanding of himself as he was of
his troops. "If we are able to convince Reno that we have the Protoculture,
we will have little difficulty in securing his complete
cooperation...Otherwise, we will have quite a fight on our hands. Our forces
will be vastly outnumbered."

Claudia turned from her console and monitor station on the walkway.
"But we don't possess any Protoculture," she saw fit to remind him, her
console mike carrying her words to the commander. "How do we convince
him that we do...uuhh," clearing her throat here, her eyes going wide for an
instant, "assuming we're given the chance?"

Breetai grinned. "We'll have our chance,” he said certainly. "But for
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now, entering hyperspace is our immediate concern, wouldn't you say?"

Claudia traded looks with Lisa, seated at the adjacent station. It was
obvious now that Breetai's musings were not really meant for their ears at
all. Whatever the plan, it seemed likely they would be the last to know.

Max and Rick stood together on one of the moving walkways,
marveling at the changes the ship had undergone and reveling in memories
that time had rendered less severe.

"Hey, remember the last time we were on this ship?" asked Max.

"Heh! Being a prisoner wasn't much fun, was it?" said Rick, turning the
tables on his friend's obviously rhetorical query. "I'm sure glad things have
changed. I don't want to see Breetai on the other end of an autocannon ever
again!"

"Yeah, after serving under Admiral Gloval, it'll be interesting to see
what his ex-enemy's like."

"I just wish we knew more about this mission."

"Gloval asked me to bring my whole family along and left it at that."

Rick shook his head in puzzlement. "Why in space would the old man
want you to bring Dana along?"

Max shrugged. "I don't know, Rick, but I want you to understand
something: I won't put her in jeopardy, mission or no mission."

Rick looked at him squarely and said, "I won't let you."

"All polarities inside the reflex furnaces have become stabilized,
Commander," Claudia told Breetai from her station.

A confusing array of data scrolled across the monitor screens, a
mixture of English, Zentraedi glyphs, and the newly devised
equivalency-transcription characters-phonetic Zentraedi.

A Zentraedi tech reported to Claudia that fold computations were
complete, and she relayed to Breetai that all systems were go. "We can fold
any time you like, sir."

He thanked her, then raised his voice to a roar.
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"Begin fold operation immediately!"

As the fold generators were engaged, Protoculture commenced its
magical workings on the fabric of the real world, calling forth from
unknown dimensions a radiant energy that began to form itself around the
ship like some shimmering amorphous aura, seemingly holing it through
and through. The massive vessel lurched forward into a widening pool of
white light; then it simply vanished from its Lagrange point, for one brief
instant leaving behind globular eddies and masses of lambent animated
light, lost moments in somewhere else's time.
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CHAPTER SIX

Up until the end of the Second Robotech War (how Pyrrhic, how
bittersweet that victory!), Protoculture was literally in the employ of the
Robotech Masters; not only did it in effect keep tabs on itself for their benefit,
but alerted them to changes in the fabric of the continuum. Not a single
Zentraedi ship could fold without their being made aware of it.

Dr. Emil Lang, as quoted in
History of the Second Robotech War, Vol. CCCLVII

Yes...I feel it...

The three Masters linked minds and once more laid their bony hands
against the Protoculture cap. The mushroom-shaped device reacted to their
touch, radiating that same pure light which spilled into the known universe
when Breetai's ship had folded. The cap took them through the inverse
world, through white holes and rifts in time, allowing them to see with an
inner vision.

They were no longer in their space fortress now, but back on their
homeworld, back on Tirol.

-Our former charges have allied themselves with Zor's descendants;
our former charges would replace us as Masters.

-We must try again to resurrect a simulacrum of Zor.

Twenty clones had been created from Zor's body; they had been grown
to maturity in biovats and held weightless in a stasis sphere. All matched his
elfin likeness: handsome, dreamers all of them, youthful and graceful. But
none of them had the spark of life that would replicate his thoughts and
mind, that would allow the Masters to learn the whereabouts of the
Protoculture matrix and the secrets of that rare process.

The Masters left the cap and stood gazing up at the stasis sphere that
housed the remaining clones.

"I suggest we begin the prion synthesis immediately,” said one of the
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Masters.

Away from the Protoculture cap they were forced to rely on ordinary,
primitive speech to convey their thoughts.

"Yes, Master," a synthesized voice responded.

Three Masters positioned themselves around a saucerlike device fitted
with numerous color-coded sensor pads grouped circumferentially around a
central viewscreen, while a visible antigrav beam conveyed one of the
lifeless clones from the stasis hemisphere of a circular Notable. The clone
was placed flat on its back on it, as if it were resting on a sheet of pure light.

The three Masters placed their hands on the saucer's control pads.
Roller-coaster-like readouts, hypermed schematics and X-ray displays
began to flash across the circular viewscreen beneath them. Meanwhile the
unmoving clone was bathed in a fountain of high-energy particles that rose
from the Notable like an inverted spring rain.

"Altering positronic bombardment,” said the gold-cowled Master,
frowning as he watched the disappointing displays take shape.

"There's some bilateral cellular inversion," observed a second, the same
one who had called for prison synthesis. "Commencing symphysis..." he
announced, the sensor pads flashing like a light box.

The Masters concentrated, focusing the powers of their telepathic will,
then broke off their attempts momentarily.

The clone showed no signs of cerebral activity.

"Cranial synapses are still not responding...There is the same
disintegration of molecular substructures as in previous attempts."

"Yes, it has happened again...This time I think we'vetaken the clone
from the suspension before complete maturation...We must stimulate its
life function regardless," the red-cowled Master said, leaving the saucer
pod.

"I suggest we alter the prionic bombardment of the upper strata," said
the third Master.

Master two nodded his head and moved his left hand to a new location
along the control rim. "We'll try...Augmenting prionic bombardment in
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increments of four..."

"Positronic emission is at maximum capability!" observed the third, his
arms at his sides.

"Good-cellular agitation is critical..."

Still the clockwork schematics revealed no activity.

"It is useless...We are down to the minimum suspension material-we
cannot waste it like this."

"Life is such an elementary process," said the first, standing over the
now useless clone, its neural circuits fried. "Where have we gone wrong?"

Miriya relaxed back into the couch and sighed, her fingers playing
absently with Dana's curls. Would she keep her dark hair? Miriya wondered;
each day it seemed to be growing lighter and lighter...

The baby was peacefully asleep on her breast, and just looking at her, it
was all Miriya could do to keep from weeping for joy. A miracle, she told
herself ten times a day: that she and Max could produce such innocent
loveliness; that she, a former warrior, could feel this way about anyone or
anything. Such unknown contentment and pure rapture.

"Max." She smiled. "Look at our child. She's so peaceful.”

Max glanced out from the kitchenette of their quarters aboard Breetai's
ship. He was carrying a trayful of tall cocktail glasses to the sink-the
aftermath of an afternoon's partying with Rick, Lisa, and Claudia-and
wearing a knee-length apron that read: MAX AND MIRIYA: LIVE!

Peaceful and beautiful, both of them, he said to himself. But while
Miriya seemed to be having all the fun, he was the one who was stuck with
all the dishes and the cooking and more than half the time the midnight
feedings.

So what he said to her in the end, without betraying any of these
thoughts and just grateful for a few minutes of blessed peace, was:
"Yeah...but we'd better keep our voices down or we'll wake her up."

Rick, Lisa, and Claudia were a somewhat unsteady trio returning to
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their quarters after the afternoon drinks they'd shared with the happy
couple. Combined with the thrill of deep space (after so many planetbound
months) and the effects of hyperspace travel, the drinks had left them with
more than an ordinary buzz.

"...and I held little Dana the whole afternoon, and she didn't cry a bit
the entire time!" Lisa was saying.

"Yes, but I don't think Miriya should have thrown Dana to you. She has
to learn to be more careful!"

Lisa nodded, biting her lower lip. "Well, it's an adjustment for her.
After all, her role model was probably the neighboring test tube."

Claudia cracked a smile in spite of herself and looked over Lisa's head
at Rick, but he was too bleary-eyed to catch her gaze. "Sometimes I envy
Max and Miriya for just having such a beautiful little girl," she said loudly.

"Mm-hmmm," Lisa agreed.

They had reached Lisa's quarters now, and Rick was standing off to one
side vaguely thinking about how he was going to spend the rest of the day,
while Lisa and Claudia exchanged good-byes. Suddenly Lisa turned to him
and said: "Rick, I'm going to walk Claudia to her quarters, but if you have a
minute, I'd like you to wait in my room for me-there's something I want to
talk to you about."

Her request somehow managed to cut through all the cotton inside his
head, and he found himself stammering, "Uhh...but..." all the while knowing
that there was no way around it. It just didn't seem like she had official
business on her mind, and he wasn't at all sure he was up to a
heart-to-heart.

Claudia cleared her throat. "May I remind you, Mr. Hunter, that Lisa is
your superior."

"But I'm off duty," Rick protested, definitely not in top form today.

"So is she," Claudia laughed, throwing him an exaggerated wink.

The two of them left Rick standing there with some half-formed reply
caught in his throat while they continued on down the corridor sharing a
whispered exchange.
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"Now then, Lisa, what can I do for you?" Claudia asked when they were
some steps away.
"I just wanted to thank you for being understanding these past few
weeks. It really helps to have someone to lean on."
"I know what you mean," Claudia said at the door to her quarters. "It
can be rough sometimes-when you find you're in love."
Lisa still grew a little wide-eyed at hearing it stated so matter-of-factly.
She blinked and swallowed hard, ready to defend herself, but Claudia cut
her off.
"Go get him, okay?" A wink for Lisa also, and she was through the door.
Inside, she dropped herself on the bed and kicked off her heels, sighing:
I hope those two get it together soon. Lisa had a habit of pushing
"understanding” to the limit. And Hunter...Hunter was starting to remind
her of Roy in his early days. And that wasn't necessarily a good sign.

Alone in Lisa's quarters Rick felt nervous and trapped. His superior,
huh? Just how long was he going to have to put up with that remark?
Almost three years ago-on this very ship! Lisa had used that remark, and he
had held it against her ever since.

Lisa had unpacked some of her things, and Rick was wandering around
inspecting this and that when he saw a framed photograph on the room's
desk. He picked it up and regarded it. By the look of it, it had to have been
taken ten years ago. But here was Lisa looking cute in short hair and chubby
face, standing alongside an older guy, taller than she was by a foot and
wearing what looked to be an Afghani woven cap. Nice-looking couple, he
decided. But there was something familiar about him...something that
reminded him of...Kyle! Then this had to be Riber, Rick realized. Karl Riber,
Lisa's onetime true love, who had bought it along with Mars Sara Base years
ago.

His attention was so fixed on the photo that he didn't hear Lisa enter
the room. She realized this and stood in the doorway a moment, not
wanting to startle him or make him uncomfortable. Finally she called his
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name softly, and he reacted like a sneakthief caught in the act, dropping the
photo sideways to the desk and apologizing.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Lisa. I didn't mean to snoop."

This angered her: after all they had been through together, after all the
time they had spent together, sharing secret thoughts and feelings, after all
the time she had spent at his place in New Macross familiarizing herself
with his things...

"What do you mean 'snoop'? I have nothing to hide from you, Rick. Be
my guest, look around-not that there's much here..."

"Uh, sure," he said, at a loss. "So, uh, what did you and Claudia have to
say?"

Lisa dismissed her conversation with Claudia as nothing special and
asked him if he wanted some tea. "You know, just a little chat," she told him
from the kitchenette.

Rick righted the photo when she left the room. He joined Lisa on the
couch afterward.

"Didn't sound like just a little chat to me," he braved to say, tea cup in
hand.

"Well, as a matter of fact, we were talking about you."

Rick squirmed in his seat. "If it concerns me and Minmei, I don't want
to hear about it!"

"It wasn't at all about Minmei," she said cheerfully. "What would I
possibly want to talk about her for?"

Lisa was unpracticed at this sort of thing and wished for a second that
Claudia could stand over her shoulder during moments like these, feeding
her the right lines or something. But oddly enough, Rick was apologizing for
his tone.

"Minmei and I haven't seen much of each other in several months,
and..."

"Oh, Rick," she said, perhaps too tenderly. "I know how you feel about
her, so...well, there's nothing more to say about it."

Acceptance was the one tack she hadn't tried yet.
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Rick breathed a sigh and was puzzling over how he could just politely
excuse himself, when Lisa added:

"I don't know why, but I get the feeling sometimes that you...well, that's
there's something you want..."

Who doesn't? Rick asked himself, wondering just what she was getting
at now.

"What are you talking about?"

She made an exasperated sound. "Rick, you know what I-"

The PA chose just that moment to intervene: A female voice was calling
Lisa to the bridge.

Frustrated, Lisa said, "The usual perfect timing," then laughed. "You've
managed to escape unscathed once again." She stood up and bade him a
resigned good-bye. "We'll try this again some other time."

Rick reacted as if a dentist had just told him to make another

appointment.

Claudia had also been summoned to the bridge. She stood stiffly with
Lisa now on the automated walkway that was actually the curved top rail of
the observation bubble, her back to the astrogation hold. The ship had
unexpectedly defolded from hyperspace, and they were once again feeling a
bit shaky.

Exedore was manning one of the human-size duty stations. Breetai was
seated in his command chair, a grim look on his face. When Lisa said,
"Reporting as ordered," he uttered a throaty growl and inclined his head a
fraction to the left, as if to indicate the object of his attention.

Claudia and Lisa about-faced and eyed an image now filling the
rectangular field of the projecbeam. It was like nothing either of them had
ever seen-a twisted convoluted dark mass of armor, tentacles, reflex
thruster ports, and sensor devices, smoothed and eroded-looking along its
dorsal side, like a monstrous hunk of extraterrestrial driftwood.

"What in space is that?" Claudia asked.

"That, my dear Commander Grant, is a ship from our reconnaissance
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force-a fairly late model if I'm not mistaken."

"B-but I've never seen anything like it!" Lisa exclaimed.

"That is not unlikely," Breetai told her.

Lisa turned to Exedore and ordered a status report.

"I have made a positive identification, and it is in fact a late-model
reconnaissance vessel. It has been somewhat modified for hyperspace travel.
Moreover, our scanners indicate no biological activity whatsoever."

Lisa noticed the concerned look on his face as he studied the image and
attendant glyphic readouts. Sectional views and close-ups of salient features
of the thing flashed across his monitor screen to illustrate his report.

Lisa sucked in her breath and turned to Breetai once more.

"Commander, we have to investigate!"

"That is completely out of the question," he snapped.

"Sir," she tried, "isn't it possible your scanning systems may have
missed something? Perhaps there are Zentraedi aboard? Isn't there any
margin for error?"

She didn't believe a word of it, and judging from the look on Exedore's
face, neither did he. But it was possible there were weapons aboard-pods,
tri-thrusters something the Earth forces could use to beef up their arsenal.

"The information assimilated is in accordance with the galactic code,"
Exedore told her sternly. ""Errors' are not possible."

"We can't waste an opportunity like this-we must investigate!" she
answered him, filing away "galactic code" for some future discussion. "The
possibility of Zentraedi-"

"Your compassion is commendable,” Exedore interrupted, still
unconvinced. "However, it looks to me as though the vessel could be a trap."

"A trap?!"

"Yes," he continued. "We Zentraedi are known for such 'Trojan horses,’
as you call them. It is not wise to take such a risk."

Claudia decided to step in. "He's right-we can't jeopardize the mission,
Lisa."

"I suppose..." she said uncertainly.
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"It is worse then you realize," Breetai intoned behind her. "This vessel
belongs to the Robotech Masters. It is one of many which act as their eyes
and ears."

The Robotech Masters, Lisa exclaimed to herself.

"You're saying that they could monitor our presence."

Breetai grunted. "I fear they already have."

63



CHAPTER SEVEN

Your Earth scientists are a fanciful lot: all this talk about time travel,
relativity, looking through a telescope and being able to see the back of your
own head...I suppose it all looked good on paper.

Exedore, as quoted in Lapstein's Interviews

Defolding from hyperspace once again, Breetai's flagship materialized
in real time hundreds of parsecs from Earth.

If the image of the Robotech surveillance vessel had awed Lisa, the
form and appearance of the automated factory satellite positively stunned
her. It had the same vegetal look as the smaller vessel, the same external
convolutions, cellular armor, and incomprehensible aspect, but all
similarities ended there. The satellite was enormous, almost organically
rose-colored in starlight, shaped in some ways like a primate brain, with at
least half a dozen replicas of itself attached to the factory's median section
by rigid stalklike transport tubes. In orbit around it were hundreds of
Zentraedi craft: dreadnoughts, battle mecha, and Cyclops recons.

"My dear colleagues," Breetai announced as a closeup of the factory
appeared in the projecbeam field, "we have arrived."

Lisa, Claudia, and Exedore looked up from their duty stations.

"It's incredible!" Claudia exclaimed breathlessly.

Lisa made a sound of amazement. "Whatever powers created that must
be light-years beyond us," she said softly, recalling her first glimpse of
Dolza's command center and the surveillance vessel they had left behind
only hours ago. "It's still hard to believe that such things exist in our
universe."

"Well, all I can say is you better believe it, Commander," Max Sterling
chimed in from Lisa's monitor, his helmeted image filling the screen. Max
and Miriya's Veritechs were in position on the docking bay elevator,
preparing for launch.
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Lisa went on the com net. "Max, remember: You must convince Reno
that we possess the Protoculture.”
"Right, Captain." He saluted and signed off.

"’

"Exedore," Breetai said from behind Lisa. "Summon Commander
Hunter to the bridge immediately."

Lisa swiveled in her seat to face the commander while Exedore carried
out the order.

"What do you have in mind, Commander?" she asked him.

Breetai showed a roguish smile. "I must apologize for not having
informed you sooner, but you are of course aware that diversionary tactics
will be necessary if our plan is to be successful."

"I support the tactic," she said warily. "But I thought we had agreed to
broadcast Minmei's voice."

"Correct,"” he responded, suddenly turning to Exedore. "However, we
have devised a small modification."

Lisa didn't like the sound of it, especially when she saw Exedore return
the commander's grin and add, "Your Lordship, that was your plan from the
beginning, was it not?"

Breetai issued a short laugh. He was pleased to see that his adviser had
not been completely changed by the Micronian ways; Exedore still refused
to take credit for a plan, even when his inspirations had guided it.

"Your modesty equals your intelligence," Breetai told him. Then,
turning again to Lisa: "Captain, we have decided that the kiss would be a
more effective counterattack. Wouldn't you agree?"

Lisa's eyes went wide and unfocused; she began to slump down in her
chair, her stomach in knots. "Umm...I suppose..." she managed.

"I'm sure you recall the extraordinary effect produced when you and
Commander Hunter touched lips," Breetai was saying.

Claudia meanwhile had left her station and was coming Lisa's way, a
sly smile already in place. "Liisaaa..." she said playfully, putting her hand on
her friend's shoulder. "Come on, Captain, can't you see it's a brilliant plan!
Nothing to get upset about."
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Lisa was staring blankly at the monitor. Plan? she asked herself. Yeah,
but what plan were they all talking about: the one to fool the Zentraedi Reno,
or were these galactic events suddenly taking second place to a universal
conspiracy meant to bring her and Rick together?

"Lord Breetai," a Zentraedi voice announced. "A transmission from
Commander Reno. Shall I put it through, sir?"

Breetai raised himself out of the command chair.

"Yes. And use the translator so that our friends can understand him."

Reno's face and shoulders took shape in the projecbeam field. A
swarthy male with large eyes, dark busy brows, and a square jaw, Reno wore
a blue uniform with red piping and a green command tunic. He opened with
formalities, although wariness was suggested by both his voice and his
stance.

"Welcome," he told Breetai, the English translation out of synch with
the movements of his full lips. "It has been a long time, Commander."

"Indeed," said Breetai flatly. They hadn't seen each other since that
fateful day long ago when Zor had been killed; when Dolza had ordered
Reno to return the scientist's body to the Masters; when Zentraedi and
Invid had fought to the death...Breetai unconsciously stoked the faceplate
that concealed scars from those less confused times...

"Do you come as friend or foe?"

"We have retrieved the Protoculture matrix from Zor's dimensional
fortress, Reno. Our powers are limitless. I have come to demand that you
surrender the satellite to me. Join me and my friendship is yours. Oppose
me and perish."

Reno snorted. "So you've stolen Zor's science, have you?...And of
course you and your new Micronian playmates plan to keep it from the
Masters...Any other amusing anecdotes you wish try relate, Breetai?"

The commander smiled knowingly. "Actually, I do have something else
you might enjoy-it should be arriving at any minute."

"T'll attempt to contain my boundless excitement," Reno responded
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sarcastically.

Rick was at just that moment arriving on the bridge. He saluted Breetai
from the curved walkway.

"Right on time," said the pleased commander. He turned to Reno and
issued his ultimatum: "This is your last opportunity to comply."

"Ridiculous!" Reno started to say. "The very fact that you have rejected
the ways of the Robotech Masters indicates-" But his own projecbeam now
closed on Lisa and Rick standing together on the walkway. Reno's bushy
brows went up. "What?! A female talking to a male?!"

Breetai's one eye sparkled. "Yes, that's right, Commander. And
now..."-like a master of ceremonies-"if you watch closely, you will witness
the strange and glorious freedom that comes from Protoculture.”

Rick meanwhile was baffled, casting confused looks to Breetai and the
projecbeam image of Reno. He turned hopelessly to Lisa and whispered,
"What the heck is going on?"

"It's all right," Lisa said soothingly.

Rick stiffened. If Lisa was telling him it was all right, he was really

worried!

"Max," Miriya said over the tac net after hearing him laugh, "is there
any chance Rick won't go along with the change in the diversionary tactics?"

Their Veritechs were wing to wing in deep space, closing fast on Reno's
command ship, thrusters blue in the eternal night. The drama on the bridge
was being carried over the com net.

"I don't think I'm going to like this one little bit," Rick was grumbling.

Max grinned. "Don't worry about him, Miriya. Remember: Rick Hunter
is a professional." The humor was of course lost on her.

Miriya recognized Lisa's voice now: "Yes, mister, I'm making it an
order!"

"It's his job to take orders," she heard Max comment. He's so serious,
she thought. Perhaps there was another side to kissing that she wasn't
aware of-some strategic method Max had yet to teach her. As a mother she
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was somewhat alarmed; but the warrior and fighter ace was downright
angered. This was, after all, a dangerous mission they were flying. There
might not be another opportunity...

"Do you think we'll ever have a chance to touch lips again, Max?"

Max regarded her red-suited image on his commo screen and smiled.
"I promise we will," he assured her.

"The Veritechs are within range of the tracking systems now," Claudia
reported from her duty station.

"Commence broadcast," Breetai told Exedore, ignoring for a moment
the minor battle that was in progress on the walkway below him.

"No, Lisa!" Rick was shouting. "I'm not going to consent to the Kkiss,
orders or no orders! I'm sorry, but my mind is made up!"

Diversionary tactic, Rick said to himself with distaste. Of all the cheap
shots Lisa could have taken! Just something to divert him from thinking
about-

Minmei?!

Rick blinked: Minmei's "Stagefright" was booming over the bridge PA
system, and he seemed to be the only one surprised by it.

Although that wasn't quite true: Reno's crew wasn't prepared for this,
either. Nor had they the chance to become gradually accustomed to singing,
as Breetai's crew had. Consequently, they reacted as though a combination
of nerve gas, high-frequency sound, and unbridled electricity had suddenly
been leveled against the ship.

"Aaargh! Blast it!" screamed Reno, throwing his hands up to his ears.

"Can't stand it!" yelled his crew members, who were dropping like flies
at their duty stations.

"No more!" Reno pleaded. "Please turn it off!"

It never failed to amaze Rick that Minmei's voice could elicit such
contrary responses from beings who supposedly had common ancestors;
but he had scarcely a moment to dwell on it. Lisa had grabbed him by the
shoulders and was now putting all she had into offensive osculation. And
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whew! this was a different Lisa from the one who'd kissed him
closed-mouthed in front of Breetai three years ago!

"Well, Reno," Breetai was saying at the same time, a self-satisfied smile
on his face, "perhaps this will please you."

Reno, who had averted his gaze from the projecbeam, turned back to it
now that Breetai had lowered that "sound weapon." But the image that
greeted his eyes was even more debilitating: Here were two Micronians...

"-touching lips??!!" Reno wailed. He stared at the field, nauseated by
confusion and some feeling even more alien to his system. From the ship's
astrogation hold came shrills of protest, pain, and caterwauling. Reno
covered his eyes with his hand: He had barely enough strength to deactivate
the projecbeam and felt close to fainting when he managed to do so. Below
him, several of his troops had collapsed. But he would never admit to
defeat.

"Breetai," he said into the mike, his voice a harsh croak. "That display
gained you nothing."

Breetai looked exulted nonetheless, ready to lay down his trump card
now.

"Reno has discontinued transmission," a tech informed him.

Then Claudia relayed that the Veritechs were approaching their
mission objective.

"Contact in three seconds..."

Reno was just regaining his composure when a fiery explosion
breached the starboard hull of the astrogation hold, the force of it throwing
several of his goliath crewmen clear across the vast chamber. He cursed and
at the same time complimented Breetai for the brilliant execution of his
plan; his diversionary tactics-those Micronian secret weapons-having
completely disarmed his crew. Regardless, he had the presence of mind to
bellow:

"Attack alert!"

On Breetai's ship, Claudia updated that the Veritechs had made a
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successful entry.

"The baby is with Max and Miriya," Lisa said worriedly to a still dazed
and confused Rick.

"Huh?!" he stammered in response, promising this was the last time
he'd permit himself to be so far removed from mission planning.

When the smoke and fire had been sucked from the hold of Reno's ship,
the hull self-repaired, and two Micronian battle mecha, one red, one blue,
rested side by side on the deck, fully encircled by Zentraedi troops wielding
pulsed-laser rifles.

"All units prepare to destroy Micronian fighters on my command!"
Reno growled, his troops snapping to and arming their weapons. He asked
himself just what Breetai was hoping to gain by the insertion of such a small
strike force, then directed his orders to the pilots of the Veritechs, using
what little he knew of their language. "Micronians! You are completely
surrounded! Surrender immediately and you will be allowed to live!"

The augmentation packs of the fighters elevated.

"This is it, Max," Miriya said over the net. "Wish me luck."

"You've got it," Max returned. "Everything'll be fine-I'm right here."

From the observation bubble high above the deck, Reno watched as the
canopy of the red fighter went up. The Micronian pilot stood up and
removed its helmet, shaking its long green mane free. Reno's mouth fell
open when the Micronian spoke.

"I am not a Micronian," Miriya announced in Reno's own tongue, "but
a micronized Zentraedi warrior."

Reno didn't doubt it for a second; in fact, he recognized her. "You are
Miriya Parino!" he said in disbelief. "You were second in command under
Azonia!"

Miriya pointed to Max's Veritech. "Allow me to present Lieutenant
Maximillian Sterling, an officer with the Earth Forces...and my mate. "

Max removed his "thinking cap" and stood up in the cockpit.

"What is this thing, 'mate'?" Reno was asking. "He is merely a
Micronian."
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Max said loud enough for Miriya to hear: "Show him the baby."

And Miriya did just that, lifting Dana from the cockpit and raising her
into view. The infant was cradled in her arms, wearing the same helmet and
Dr. Dentons EVA suit.

For a moment Reno didn't know what he was looking at, but there was
something about the thing that filled him with fear nonetheless. From his
vantage it appeared to be some sort of...micronized, Micronian!

"But this is impossible!"

His rough and ready troops were similarly nonplussed.

"What is that thing?" one asked.

"By the twelve moons-it's deformed."

"Look-it moves!"

"A mutant!" someone insisted.

In an effort to rub her eyes, Dana had brought her tiny gloved fists up
to the helmet faceshield.

Miriya resumed, "In the Micronian language, this is what's called an
'infant'-actually created inside my own body. By both of us," she hastened to
add, indicating Max.

Max nodded, humbly, and smiled.

"It is love that is the basis of Protoculture," Miriya continued. She lifted
Dana over her head, the baby smiling and cooing in response. "You cannot
conquer love!"

Reno's face began twitching uncontrollably at Miriya's mention of the
shibboleth-Protoculture!

Still holding Dana aloft, Miriya pivoted through a 360-degree turn,
preaching to the full circle. "Observe the power of Protoculture-the power of
love!"

"It's a mutation," one of the troops shouted, letting his weapon fall and
fleeing the hold.

"It's contagious!" said another, also fleeing.

More discarded weapons crashed to the deck.

Dana, innocent, continued to wave her arms and smile.
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Overcome, the troops began to desert their posts.

Beads of sweat pouring from his face, Reno was ranting into the mike:
"Stay where you are, you cowards! Come back! It must be a trick!"
Ultimately he backed away, turned, and ran from the observation bubble.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Love, like size, had lost all meaning-love was a battle maneuver, kissing

a diversionary tactic. The only one among us who seemed to know anything

about that elusive emotion was Miriya, wedded to the infant she'd given birth
to as much as she was Max.

The Collected Journals of Admiral Rick Hunter

Reports from Max and Miriya verified the success of the third stage of
the ruse.

Breetai reasoned (correctly, as it would unfold) that Reno would retreat
just far enough from the cruiser's command center to restabalize himself
and sound general quarters. It was possible that the three-act tactic had
convinced him to surrender-and indeed, Breetai was more than willing to
give him the benefit of the doubt before mounting a full-scale assault on the
heavily guarded satellite-but unlikely.

At her duty station well below Breetai's thoughtful look, Claudia Grant
laughed. "I can't imagine why Reno's crew reacted like that," she was telling
Lisa Hayes. "I think Max and Miriya's baby is pretty cute, don't you?"

"Oh, stop it, Claudia," said Lisa.

Breetai noticed that Commander Hunter appeared somewhat
debilitated by the kiss he performed with Lisa before he had rushed from
the bridge. It was no wonder that Hunter had expressed such initial
reluctance, Breetai thought. Obviously, kissing is something not to be taken
lightly.

"None of you should underestimate the opposition's capability,"
Breetai warned the humans now, putting a quick end to the jokes. "Inform
your mecha pilots to stand by."

Claudia followed through immediately, ordering Blue, Green, and
Brown teams to their launch platforms. And not a minute later Max
reported that Reno had called for a counterstrike; he and Miriya were going
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to make a break for it.

Dana! Claudia recalled, suddenly full of concern.

"Launch all mecha!" Breetai bellowed.

Human and Zentraedi mecha launched themselves from the warship's
bays while the vessels of Reno's fleet massed for attack.

Rick led his small squad of seven Veritechs against them, side by side
with the Zentraedi's ostrich-like Battlepods, tri-thrusters, and pursuit ships.
Two years had passed since he had engaged any enemy in deep space, but it
suddenly felt like no time had elapsed. The silence, the zero-g spherical
explosions that bloomed in the night like flowers of death, the eerie glow of
thruster fire, the disinterested shimmer of starlight, the cacophony that
poured into his helmet through the tactical net-a hallucinatory symphony of
panicked commands, frenzied warnings, and final screams.

He knew that he would need to clear his mind of all thoughts, righteous
and otherwise, to come through this unscathed. Out here thoughts were a
pilot's number one enemy, because they invariably impeded productive
interface with the Veritech. So he let it all go-the questions still there after
four years of combat, the faces of those left behind-and the mecha picked up
that vibe transmitted through the sensor-studded gloves and "thinking cap"
to its Protoculture heart and led him once more through hell's gates.

"I don't want your excuses!" Reno screamed, slamming his fist down on
the substation console-an elaborate control center even by Zentraedi
standards, salmon-colored and organic in design with no less than a dozen
circular monitor screens. "Now order your troops to battle stations! Do you
understand?!"

The face of Reno's red-haired lieutenant seemed to blanch in the
projecbeam. He raised his shaking hands into view.

"But sir, our troops are terrified of Micronian contamination!"

"Nonsense!" howled Reno. "You have your orders: Destroy the infected
mecha at once! I have spoken!"
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"We are within range, m'lord,"” Exedore reported calmly.

Breetai regarded the projecbeam. Reno's fleet had foolishly formed up
on the commander's own cruiser, now itself bracketed in Breetai's deadly
sights. So much the easier, then, he said to himself.

At one time the strength of Breetai's conditioning would have made
such a thing impossible, but the Zentraedi imperative had been altered
beyond recognition by the campaign directed against Zor's dimensional
fortress. To remain on the side of the Robotech Masters was to be Breetai's
enemy.

"On my command, Exedore..." said the commander.

Skull One's lateral thrusters edged the Veritech out of the
arena-momentarily. There were still half a dozen Battlepods on his tail
crosshatching space with angry bolts of cannon fire, and these guys were on
his side! The nonallied pods were of course a concern, but the crazed
random firing of Breetai's troops was life-threatening! From the sound of
the shrieks and comments coming through the net, Rick knew that he
wasn't alone in his fear.

Now, with no advance warning from the bridge, the warship's main
cannon had been armed. Pinpoints of dazzling light had erupted across the
blunt nose of the battlewagon; in a moment, Rick knew from previous
battles, a lethal slice of orange death would streak from each of these, holing
their targets with an immeasurable force.

Breetai's ship was within point-blank range of Reno's, taking aim at the
bow of the smaller ship where the bridge and astrogational section were
located. Rick went on the tac net, warning his fellow pilots to steer clear,
and voiced a prayer that Max and Miriya had escaped safely.

The Robotech factory satellite, its secondary modules like small moons,
spun slowly on its axis-a small world unto itself, barely visible now in the
blinding light of a thousand small novas.

Miriya held Dana in her lap, her right hand gripping the Veritech's
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Hotas. Flashes of stroboscopic light threw flaming reds and blazing yellows
into the cockpit. In no other battle (and there had been many) had she been
possessed by such fury. Even that on-and-off dogfight she had waged
against Max couldn't measure up to the intensity and need she now felt. It
was as though her entire body was rallying to the cause; as though the small
life she held in her arms was a treasure more precious than any the universe
could offer, a life worth preserving at all costs...

She and Max had blasted free of Reno's ship, but they were far from
safe.

"Enemy projectiles bearing 977L!" Claudia told her through the com
net, the alarm in her voice unmasked. "Two triple-fins attempting
interception!"”

"Watch it, Max!" said Miriya, as concerned for his safety as she was for
Dana's. "I've got them!"

She thumbed the trigger button on the Hotas, releasing four
white-tipped heat-seekers, which tore from the Veritech's missile tubes.
They found one of the trithrusters, blowing it to pieces, while the second
craft disappeared beneath Miriya's own. She engaged the underside lasers
as the enemy made its pass, the intensified light searing open the cockpit of
the triple-fin, decommissioning it.

Miriya heard Max breathe a sigh of relief and thank her.

She returned the sigh and clutched Dana more tightly to herself, the

infant waving her arms joyously at the fiery spectacle.

"Fire!" said Breetai.

A rain of supercharged energy ripped from the nose of the warship,
converging on Reno's ship, individual bolts tearing through it as if it wasn't
there. And in scarcely a second, it wasn't-its superstructure flayed and bow
blown open beyond self-repair.

Like a whale swallowing a stick of dynamite, Rick decided. He
imagined Reno's swift death: energy brilliant as blizzard snow wiping him

from life...
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"Dead ahead!" one of his wingmen said through the net.

Rick looked forward into a swarm of Officer's Pods, triple-fins, and
tactical Battlepods.

"Fire all proton missiles on my command," he told his squad. "Now!"

Hundreds of missiles dropped from their pylons and fuselage tubes,
blowtorching into the midst of the enemy cloud, taking out fighter after
fighter.

Meanwhile, Breetai's dreadnought had loosed followup fusillades
against two more warships in what had once been Reno's fleet. Explosions
lit local space like a brief birth of suns, Robotech husks drifting derelict in
the perpetual darkness. On the observation balcony, Breetai stood rigid with
his hands behind his back, impassively watching projecbeam views of the
battle. Victory was assured: one more blow struck against the Masters. But
he was aware that this was a minor triumph in the war that would someday
rage at Earth's gateway; and as bright as this moment might seem, he would
be powerless when that day arrived-

"Squadron leader requesting assistance in the Third Quadrant,” one of
his officers interrupted.

"Is the neutron cannon ready?" Breetai asked.

"Eighty percent," Claudia reported sharply.

"We have positive lock and focus on photon particle tracking beam,"
Lisa added, her monitor schematic resembling a star map overlaid with
doodles. "All Veritechs and pods have cleared the field of fire."

"Neutron exchange complete,” Claudia updated.

Breetai's lips became a thin line.

"Sanitize the area," he ordered.

Rick led his squad-Max and Miriya among them now-to the safe
coordinates Lisa had supplied him. Hearing the go signal for the neutron
cannon given, he glanced back at Breetai's ship, expecting to witness an
outpouring of energy to make all previous discharges pale by comparison.
But he saw no sign of fire, only the invisible particle beam's awesome and
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horrific effect: Nearly every mecha in the cannon's line of fire was
disintegrated. Some exploded, others came apart, while still others simply
vanished without a trace.

The number of dead was beyond his ability to calculate. And he found
himself thinking about the Zentraedi on Earth-the micronized ones who
were struggling to adapt to a new culture, the malcontents who wandered
the wastes in search of new wars. With Reno's defeat (according to Exedore),
the race would be close to extinction.

It was as if they knew somehow that their time had come. They had
honored their imperative; they had chased Zor's fortress for their Masters
and done their best to reclaim it. But in truth, they had traveled clear across
the galaxy to fulfill a greater imperative: They had come to Earth to die.

"Lord Breetai," said Exedore. "The remaining troops have agreed to
surrender." His voice gave no hint of sadness at the nearly total annihilation
of Reno's forces; if anything, it carried a suggestion of relief. His
commander's reign was now supreme-as it was always meant to be, with or
without the Protoculture matrix.

Breetai was seated in the command chair. Regally, he stated, "Let the
prisoners know that we will gladly accept all who wish to join us."

Exedore spoke into the mike at his duty station. "Lord Breetai extends
his greetings to all Zentraedi prisoners. Furthermore, it is his pleasure to
extend a full pardon to those who wish to join the United Forces under his
command."”

Standing now, Breetai announced: "Our victory may very well mark the
dawn of a new era in galactic relations."

His ship was already closing on the Robotech factory satellite, a
biluminescent mollusk in the blackness of space, strings of lights girdling it
like some Christmas ornament. The prize had been won. And if those
defeated troops on bended knee weren't testament enough to the win, one
had simply to look out on that seemingly limitless field of mecha and cruiser
debris through which his ship moved, the remnants of the last remaining
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Zentraedi fleet.
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CHAPTER NINE

The transport of the Robotech factory satellite to Earlhspace was
another one of the malign miracles visited upon us. Certainly Gloval and
Breetai had only our best interests in mind, but shouldn't it have occurred to
them that if the Robotech Masters had been able to track Zor's dimensional
fortress here, they could surely do the same with the satellite? Like Zor before
him, Breetai thought he was doing Earth a favor...This renders his comment
(upon manifesting in Earthspace with the factory) doubly ironic: "We've
made it," he is quoted as saying. "It is good to be back home."

Dr. Lazlo Zand,
On Earth As It Is in Hell: Recollections of the Robotech War

Armageddon played in full color on an oval-shaped viewing screen in
Tirol's central ministry, an organic room like those in the Masters' space
fortresses, cathedraled by columns that might have been living ligaments
and sheathed neurons. Representatives from the Council of Elders, the
Robotech Masters, the Young Lords, and the Scientists were in
attendance-the Elders and the Masters in unvarying groups of three at their
Protoculture caps. The Young Lords, a bearded trio, balding in spite of their
relative youth, were intermediaries between the Masters themselves and the
Empire clones. Three was sacred, three was eternal, the irreligious trinity
ruling what remained of Tirol's social structure-what remained of a race
long past decadence. Such had been the influence of the tripartite Invid
flower, the Flower of Life...

One of the Masters had the floor now: With Reno's defeat at the hands
of the traitor, Breetai, their hopes for reclaiming Zor's fortress had been
dashed.

-I think that the best plan is to completely educate another deprivation
tank tissue, so that by the time we get to Earth, it will appear human.

One of the Scientists risked a question, approaching the Masters'
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station arrogantly, leaving his partners in the Triumvirate to labor at the
spacetime calculations.

-What makes you think this clone will be different from the others that
have been generated and failed?

-Mmmm?!

A second Master took up the challenge, regarding the Scientist with
distaste. An exotic-looking, blue-lipped, and scarlet-haired androgynous
clone. What had they accomplished, the Master asked himself before
replying, in creating this young generation of long-haired, toga-clad beings
who walked a thin line between life and death?

-Such insolence! Have you forgotten that these previous efforts have
been undertaken without proper attention to the basic matrix generation
process? This clone will have ample time to mature, but we must begin
programming the tissue immediately. Of the fourteen remaining in the tank,
one will, surely take on the full psychic likeness of Zor.

-One more thing, Master: Why don't we check the matrix figures on the
remaining Protoculture? Perhaps such a journey is unnecessary.

The figures have been checked and rechecked. We don't even have
enough to make the hyperspace-fold to the Earth system.

The female member of the Triumvirate turned from her calculations.

-I understand, Master.

-So! We will begin the trip under reflex power and rely on the
remaining clone matrix cell tissue to complete our mission.

-Twenty long years by their reckoning....And how many of us will
survive such a journey?

-If only three of us survive, it will be enough. This is our only chance to
regain control of the Protoculture.

One of the Masters gestured to the oval screen-a view of deep space
captured by their surveillance vessel: the mecha debris and litter that was
once Reno's fleet.

-After all, look what is left of their culture; observe and survey the
remnants of their once-great armada. We must have that Protoculture
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matrix! Even if it takes twenty years and the last developing clone from our
tank! We have no choice but to proceed. I can see no other solution. So! If
there is nothing further...

A member of the Elder Triumvirate spoke through lips as cracked as
baked clay, a face as wrinkled as history itself.

"Elder Council is with you."

The central speaker of the Masters inclined his head in a bow.

"We acknowledge your wisdom and appreciate the generosity of your
support, Elder. It is out of loyalty to you and our forefathers that we have
decided thus."

"We understand the importance of this mission, not only for our race
but for all intelligent life in the quadrant.”

A second Elder bestowed his blessings on the voyage.

"Proceed with your plan, then; but know that there can be no margin
for error without grave consequences."

"The future of all cultures is in your hands."

A twenty-year journey through the universe, the Masters thought in
unison. Twenty years to regain a prize stolen from them by a renegade
scientist. Would they prevail? Was there not one loyal Zentraedi left?...Yes,
there was. But could even he succeed where so many had failed?

Khyron!

Khyron was their last hope!

Human and Zentraedi teams labored long and hard to ready the factory
for a hyperspace jump. In less than a week's time it defolded in lunar orbit,
winking into real time without incident, Breetai's dreadnought, his Human
and Zentraedi crew, and thousands of converted warriors inside the
satellite's womb. The commander's prime concern had been the removal of
the factory from the Robotech Masters' realm; their reach, however, was to
prove greater than even he had anticipated.

The Veritech Team, as well as Lisa and Claudia, returned to New
Macross, and in their place arrived scores of Lang's Robotechnicians, who
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dispersed themselves through the factory like kids on a scavenger hunt.
Finally, Admiral Gloval himself was shuttled up to Earth's new satellite; well
aware that the factory was now Earth's only hope against a potential
follow-up attack by the Robotech Masters, he traveled with his fingers
crossed. Claudia Grant was his escort.

Dr. Lang and several of his techs were on hand to greet them.
Pleasantries were dispensed with, and Gloval was led immediately to one of
the factory's automated assembly lines, where alien devices, still only
half-understood by Lang, turned out Battlepod carapaces and ordnance
muzzles.

Gloval marveled at the sight of these machines at work: Pods were
being fabricated as though they were chocolate candy shells. From a basic
sludge vat of raw metals to finished product in minutes; servos, arc welders,
presses, and shapers doing the work of thousands of men. Unpiloted pods,
controlled by computers even Lang refused to tamper with, marched in
rows, one above the other, along powered transport belts, pausing at each
work station for yet another automated miracle. All the while a synthesized
Zentraedi voice actually spoke to the devices, directing them in their tasks.
Exedore had substituted a translation, which was playing as Gloval stood
transfixed.

"Make ready units one fifty-two to one fifty-eight for protobolt
adjustments and laser-bond processes. Units one fifty-nine to one sixty-five
are on-line for radiokrypto equipment encoding..."

"But what does it mean?" Gloval asked Lang.

The scientist shook his head, marblelike eyes penetrating Gloval's own.
"We don't know, Admiral. But do not be deceived by what you see. This
entire complex is but a ghost of its former self-nothing is running to
completion." Lang made a sweeping gesture. "Whatever fuels this place-and
I see no reason to suppose that it is any different than that which runs the
SDF-1-has lost its original potency."

"Protoculture,” Gloval said flatly.

Lang gave a tight-lipped nod and pointed to the line of half-finished
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pods along the conveyor belt. "Observe..."

Gloval narrowed his eyes, not sure what he was supposed to be looking
at. But shortly the Doctor's meaning became obvious.

"Warning! Shut down! Warning! Damage!..." the synthesized voice
began to repeat. Suddenly one of the pods on the belt was encased in a
spider web of angry electrical energy. Servowelders and grappling arms
flailed about in the fire, falling limp as the pod split apart and the great
machines ground to a halt.

"Status report on the way," one of Lang's techs said to Gloval.

The admiral rubbed his chin and hid a look of disappointment.

No one spoke for a moment, save for a human voice from the PA
calling maintenance personnel to the process center. Then Exedore arrived
on the scene. Gloval had not seen him since the evening the satellite mission
was first discussed.

"How are you, sir?" Exedore asked, concerned but having already
guessed Gloval's response.

"Not as well as I was hoping," Gloval confessed. "When can you start
operating again?"

"I'm afraid the situation is worse than first thought." Never one to
mince words, Exedore added: "We may be down permanently."

"Are you certain?"

The Zentraedi adviser nodded, grimly.

Claudia gasped. "But our defense depends on continued operation!”

Gloval clasped his hands behind his back, refusing to accept the
prognosis. "Carry on," he told-Exedore. "Do what you can to get things
running again. Do something-anything!"

"Veritech team leader,"” said the female voice over Rick's corn net. "We
have a disturbance in New Detroit City. Can you respond?"

Rick accessed the relevant chart as he went on the net. "Roger,
control." He glanced at the monitor: His team was over the southern tip of
Lake Michigan, close to what was once the city of Chicago. "We are
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approximately three minutes ETA of New Detroit City. What's up?"

"Zentraedi workers have broken into Fort Breetai. They've taken over
the sizing chamber and are attempting to transport it from the city."

Rick gritted his teeth and exhaled sharply. "Listen up,” he told his
wingmen. "We're on alert. Hit your afterburners and follow my lead."

New Detroit had risen up around a Zentraedi warship that had crashed
there during Dolza's apocalyptic attack; its mile-high hulk still dominated
the city and the surrounding cratered wastes like some leaning tower of
malice. The population of the city was predominantly Zentraedi, many
micronized by order of the New Council and hundreds more who were
full-size workers in the nearby steel factories. In addition, though, there was
a sizable contingent of civil defense forces stationed there to guard a sizing
chamber that had been removed from the derelict ship but had yet to be
transported to New Macross, where similar ones were being stored.

Rick caught sight of the chamber on his first pass over the high-tech
fort. A convoy of vehicles was tearing along the rampart that led to the
underground storage facilities. Updated reports from control indicated that
at least twelve Humans and three Zentraedi giants lay dead inside.

The clear-blue nose-cone-like device had been placed on an enormous
flatbed, hauled by a powerful tug with tires like massive rollers; two
micronized aliens were in the drivers' seats, three more up top, along with
three blue-uniformed giants, two of whom were attempting to stabilize the
hastily guy-wired and turnbuckled chamber. Behind the flatbed were two
more enormous eightwheeled transports, each bearing malcontents armed
with autocannons. Rick saw them open fire on the laser-sentry posts. At
street level, they turned their cannons on everything that moved, scattering
workers and pedestrians alike.

"We're over the disturbance now," Rick reported in. "Left wing, wait
until they've reached the outskirts, then go in low and give them a warning."

The renegade Zentraedis spotted the Veritechs and opened up with
indiscriminate volleys as the fighters fell from the sky. Rick and his team
rolled out, dodging autocannon slugs and gatling spray as they broke
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formation.

So much for scare tactics, Rick said to himself, Skull One flying
inverted and low over the tortuous landscape outside the city limits.

"Left wing, knock one of the giants off the lead unit immediately!"

Rick completed his roll as his wingman went out, reconfiguring the
Veritech to Guardian mode and swooping down on the convoy. The
Zentraedis were loosing continuous fire, but Rick could discern the early
stages of panic in their flight. The highway was full of twists and turns here,
and the converter had made the flatbed dangerously top-heavy.

The armed alien on the flatbed got off one last shot before Rick's
wingman, now in Battloid mode, blasted him from the vehicle. The road was
also proving too much for the drivers to handle; Rick watched the vehicle
screech through a tight S-turn, leave the road, clinging to a raised course of
shoulder, then bounce back to the tarmac, where the giant's micronized
accomplices decided to call it quits.

Meanwhile, the rest of the Veritech group had reconfigured to Battloid
mode and put down ahead of the halted convoy.

Rick completed his descent and advanced his mecha in a run,
chain-gun gripped in the metalshod right hand and leveled against the
giants on the flatbed. One Zentraedi was dead on the road. The others began
to throw down their weapons as Rick spoke.

"Don't move or you'll be destroyed!" he called out over the external
speakers. The Battloids came to a stop and spread out. "It's useless to
resist,” Rick continued. "You are completely surrounded. You must
understand that what you have done is unacceptable behavior by Human
standards and that you will be punished." Rick stepped his mecha forward.
"Now, the Protoculture chamber will be returned to the fort."

Three hundred miles to the northeast of New Detroit a thick blanket of
newly fallen snow covered the war-ravaged terrain. Khyron's ship had
landed here, having used up almost all of the Protoculture reserves that

drove its reflex engines to free itself from Alaska's glacial hold.
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Zentraedi Battlepods sat in the snowfields like unhatched eggs
abandoned by an uncaring mother. Deserters from the Micronian
population centers and factories continued to arrive in stolen transports
and tugs. The hulk of a Zentraedi warship overlooked the scene, its pointed
bow thrust deep into the frigid earth like a spear, alien tripetaled flowers
surrounding it, hearty enough to pierce the permafrost.

Khyron had followed a trail of such ships clear across the northern
wastes, salvaging what he could in the way of weapons and foodstuffs,
marveling at the resilience of the Invid Flower of Life, gone to seed and
flower as the Protoculture in the ship's drives had disintegrated.

Now in the command center of his ship, he received word that his plan
to steal the sizing converter had failed.

"Idiot!" Khyron said to his second, Grel, standing in stiff posture before
the Backstabber. Azonia was seated in the command chair, her legs crossed,
a mischievous look on her face. "Your feeble plan has failed us again!"

Grel frowned. "I'm sorry, sir, but our agents failed to eliminate the
communications center and the Veritechs-"

"Enough!" Khyron interrupted him, raising his fist. "Our soldiers
couldn't even defend themselves!"

"But sir, if you had only listened to..." Grel started to say, and regretted
it at once. The plan had been Azonia's, not his; but there was little chance
that Khyron would blame her-not now that a special relationship had been
forged...And especially since his commander had begun to use the dried
Invid leaves once again. As if that wasn't enough, the troops had all seen the
Robotech satellite appear in Earth's skies, and that meant only one thing:
The Micronians had somehow defeated Reno!

"Shut up, Grel!" Azonia barked at him. "Under your leadership they
couldn't possibly have succeeded!"

"Well, I wouldn't exactly say-"

"Do not interrupt,” she continued, folding her arms and turning her
back to him.

Khyron too mocked him with a short laugh, and Grel felt the anger
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rising within him despite his best efforts to keep his emotions in check. It
was bad enough that he and the troops had been forced to live these past
two years with a female in their midst, but now to be humiliated like this...

"You should have had no trouble capturing the sizing chamber," Azonia
was saying when he at last exploded, murder in his eyes as he leaned toward
her.

"It might appear that all of this is my fault, but the truth is that you-"

"Enough!" Azonia screamed, standing, nearly hysterical. "I don't want
to hear any excuses from you!"

Khyron stepped between them, angrier and louder than the two of
them combined. "Stop arguing, Azonia! And Grel, I want you to listen,
understand me?! I don't have to tell you what the appearance of that
satellite signals-the last hope for the Masters lies with us!"

"Sir, I'm listening," Grel said, spent and surrendering.

Khyron, spittle forming at the edges of his maniacal snarl, waved a fist
in Grel's face. "Excellent...because my reputation is on the line, and I need
that sizing chamber to save face, and if I don't get it...I shan't spare yours!
Now, get out of here!"

Grel stiffened, then began to slink away like a beaten dog.

When he had left the room, Azonia moved to Khyron's side, pressing
herself against him suggestively, her voice coy and teasing.

"Tell me confidentially, Khyron, do you really think he can handle it?"

"For his sake, I hope so," Khyron said through gritted teeth, seemingly
unaware of Azonia's closeness until she risked putting a hand on his
shoulder.

"You know how to handle your troops, Khyron," she purred in his ear.

He pushed her away with just enough force to convey his seriousness,
not wanting to confront the hurt look he was sure to find on her face. There
was no use denying the bewildering attraction he had come to feel for her in
their joint exile-these novel pleasures of the flesh they had discovered; but
she had to be made to understand that there was a time and place for such
things and that war and victory still came first-would always come first! No
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other Zentraedi had more right to these sensual gifts than he, but his troops
deserved more than a commander who was less committed to them than
they were to him. He had promised to return the deserters to full size, and
he meant to do it-with or without Grel. And, should it come down to it, with
or without Azonia.

"Now, listen," he confided. "There is something I couldn't tell Grel but
I'm going to tell you...I'm going after than sizing chamber myself-I can't
count on him to do it. I want you to stay here and take command while I'm
gone."

He turned and walked away from her without another word, unaware
of the smile that had appeared on her face.

Azonia savored the thought of commanding Khyron's troops in his
absence. "This is starting to get good," she said aloud after a moment.
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CHAPTER TEN

If we accept for a moment the view expressed by some of our
twentieth-century colleagues-that children live out the unconscious lives of
their parents-and apply that to the Robotech Masters and their "children," the
Zentraedi, we will arrive at a most revealing scenario. It is clear at this point
that the Masters were the ones devoid of emotions. War though the Zentraedi
did, their true imperative was centered on individuation and the search for
self...One has to wonder about Zor, however: He served the Masters yet did
not count himself among them. Who can say to what extent he himself was
affected by Protoculture?

Zeitgeist, Alien Psychology

Returned to New Detroit, the sizing chamber was being hoisted back
into its cradle, a four-poled hangar similar to those used to support
freestanding tents. A large crowd had gathered, Humans and coveralled
Zentraedi giants as well as their micronized brethren. Rick was supervising
the crane operation, while the rest of his team, still in their Battloids,
patrolled a cordoned-off area in front of Fort Breetai. There was palpable
tension in the air.

"That's it..just a little more and we're there,” Rick instructed the
operating engineer. "Fine, fine...just keep it coming..."

As the chamber's round base was sliding down into the cradle's cup, a
black sports car screeched to a halt nearby. Rick glanced over his shoulder
and spied Minmei in the passenger seat.

New Detroit's Mayor, Owen Harding, a well-built man with a full head
of thick white hair and a walrus mustache, was in the back seat. He
recognized Rick from the days he himself had served with the RDF aboard
the SDF-1. Harding stepped out and asked if everything was well in hand,
whether there was anything he could do. Minmei had been recognized by
the crowd, and two policemen moved in to keep them from gathering
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around the car.

Rick saluted and gestured to the sizing chamber. "I need your people to
provide security for this device."

"I can't do that, Commander,” the mayor said firmly. "Most of the
population here is Zentraedi-as you can see. Securing this 'device,' as you
call it, is a military matter. We've already had enough trouble, and I'm not
about to add to it by throwing my police force into the middle of it. Let's not
beat around the bush, Commander, we all know what this machine is for."

Rick shook his long hair back from his face and squared his shoulders,
trying not to think about the fact that Minmei was only fifteen feet away.
"That's exactly why I need your support, sir-just until my superiors dispatch
a proper unit to guard it. We can't afford to allow this chamber to fall into
the wrong hands."

The crowd didn't like what they heard. Even before Rick finished, they
were letting the mayor know where they stood.

"What're you saying, Commander-that we're all thieves?!" someone
shouted.

"Just who is the 'wrong hands,' flyboy?!" from another.

The mayor made a hopeless gesture. "You see what I'm up against."

"Look," Rick emphasized, "I know you don't want any more trouble
here, but I'm only asking for your cooperation for a matter of days-"

"I can't become involved in this."

"It's for their protection, too," Rick said, pointing to the crowd. "We all
agreed to honor the Council's-"

"Then tell all the facts," a familiar voice interrupted.

Rick turned and saw Kyle walking toward him from the car.

"Military business, Kyle-stay out of it!" Rick warned him sternly. Kyle
was the last thing this situation needed: Mr. Agitation.

"This isn't just military business," Kyle started in, addressing Rick and
the crowd. "It's everyone's, Commander, because you're talking about the
Zentraedi's right to return to their normal size whenever they want."

Rick was incredulous. Sure, why not let them all change back-especially
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now that they are hungry for warfare again and the closest targets are
one-tenth their size.

"You're nuts, Kyle."

"If you think I'm kidding, you're even a bigger fool than I thought. And
I'm sure that most of the people in this city would agree with me...isn't that
right?"

Rick didn't bother to look around. Shouts of agreement rang out;
micronized Zentraedi raised their fists, and the giants growled. Kyle's
violent scene with Minmei in Granite City replayed itself in Rick's mind,
along with Max's remarks about Kyle's false pacifism. Minmei, he said to
himself, giving her a sidelong glance and reading some sort of warning in
those blue eyes. How could you be blood with this-

"Well, do you..." Kyle was demanding. Picking up on Rick's inattention,
he followed his gaze, reading his thoughts now.... So he's still in love with
her.

Rick heard Kyle snort, then say to the crowd:

"When they take away your right to use the Protoculture chamber, it's
the first step toward martial law! You lived under that for long enough
before you came to Earth! This chamber should be controlled by the people
of this city!"

One of the giants stomped his feet, rocking the area.

"You better listen to us right now!" he bellowed.

"This is our city,” said a human female, much to Rick's amazement,
"not the military's!"

Was there some sort of reverse contagion at work here?

"Why don't you just climb into your little plane and get out of here
while you still can!" yelled a second giant.

"Listen to me!" Rick pleaded, actually managing to quiet them for a
moment. "Isn't it better to have this machine secure from people who would
use it against you than to endanger the whole city with it!"

"I'm getting sick of your lies, Hunter!" Kyle ranted at him, furious.

"Beat it!" the crowd shouted.
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"We're not going to take this anymore!"

The mayor edged over to Rick, eyes on the alert for airborne bottles or
rocks. "They mean business," he said warily.

"I've heard enough!" Rick began to shout back at them. "This is
military property! I've been ordered to secure it, and I intend to carry out
those orders!"

"We'll see about that!" one of the giants threatened.

Rick signaled his squad lieutenant. Two of the Battloids raised their
gatlings and stepped forward.

The crowd took a collective intake of breath, but the comments
persisted, helped along by Kyle, who was now attempting to lead them in a
chant: "Leave here now! Leave here now!" punctuating his call with raised
arm gestures.

The crowd joined him, holding their ground.

"Please, Commander, " said the mayor. "You have to go."

Rick narrowed his eyes and shot Kyle a deadly look. He scanned the
crowd-angry faces and towering Zentraedi. If the Battloids opened fire,
there would be all hell to pay; and if they didn't...if they just let the chamber
sit...

No win! Rick screamed at himself, sending a tormented look Minmei's
way before he turned his back on all of them and walked off.

In the snowfields at civilization's edge, Khyron received word of the
turnabout in New Detroit. He couldn't have been more pleased.

He stood now at the head of a double-rowed column made up of twelve
of his finest troops, each, like himself, suited up in Zentraedi power armor.

"Listen to me," he instructed them. "We are the last true Zentraedi! We
must take that sizing chamber! No sacrifice is too great!"

With that, he fired the body suit's self-contained thrusters and lifted off,

his elite squad following him into the skies.

Having left two of his Veritech corporals to stand guard over the
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chamber, Rick and his remaining team were on their way back to New
Macross. Bill "Willy" Mammoth, one of Skull One's wingmen, had raised
Rick on the tac net.

"Go ahead, Willy, I'm reading you," Rick told him.

"It's just that it's bothering, sir. All that power. Leaving it there'n...well,
forget it..."

"Say it, Willy. I told you, I'm reading you."

"Well...I just hate to see a bunch of innocent people get hurt because of
some hare-brained troublemaker."

An image of Kyle's angry eyes flashed in Rick's memory. That fight long
ago in the White Dragon, Kyle's pacifist speeches, his violent temper...

"Yeah, so do I," Rick said grimly.

Mayor Harding was having misgivings. Two of Hunter's Battloids along
with one of New Detroit's own civil defense Gladiators were supervising the
transfer of the sizing chamber from Fort Breetai to its new resting place
inside the city's exposition center, a sprawling complex of pavilions and
theaters constructed in the "Hollywood" style-a pagodalike multistoried
building here, a Mesoamerican temple there.

"But will it be safe?" the mayor wondered aloud.

Lynn-Kyle and Minmei were with him in the center's vast rotunda,
observing the transfer procedure.

"Something's bothering you, Mr. Mayor?" Minmei asked leadingly,
hoping Harding had had a change of mind and would recall Rick and his
squad.

The mayor bit at the ends of his mustache. "To be honest, I was just
thinking about the consequences of having the sizing chamber here should
we be attacked...I only hope I made the right decision."

"Attacked by whom?" Kyle said harshly. "The war's over. "

"Not to hear Commander Hunter tell it." Harding shrugged. "All these
disaffected Zentraedi who have been leaving the cities and setting up camps

out there..."
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Kyle made a dismissive gesture. "Forget about it-all that's just
disinformation. They'll say anything to convince us that we still need their
protection. Besides, there are a lot of peaceful Zentraedi citizens here.
They'd help us if things got bad."

"I hope you're right."

"Don't worry. We did the right thing, and the people appreciate it. This
chamber rightfully belongs to the Zentraedi people, and that's all that really
matters."

The mayor cleared his throat.

Kyle said, "Trust me."

Harding, however, remained unconvinced. Kyle noticed that Minmei
seemed preoccupied and uneasy, her face inordinately pale. The mayor had
insisted on taking them on a tour of the center's new theater, and it was
here that Kyle decided to change strategies.

"I've got an idea," Kyle told both of them, a lighter tone in his voice
now. "How about a goodwill concert to promote brotherhood between the
Human and Zentraedi citizens of New Detroit?"

All at once Harding grew excited. "Why, that would be great! I mean, if
Minmei would consent...on such short notice and all..."

"Of course she'll do it," Kyle continued, although Minmei hadn't so
much as acknowledged the idea by word or movement.

"The whole city'll turn out,” said Harding, the wheels turning. He
began to lead them down one of the theater aisles toward the large stage.
"We can seat almost three thousand in here, and wait till you see our
lighting system." Cupping his hands to his mouth, he called to the balcony:
"Pops! Open up the main curtain and hit the spots!"

An unseen old-timer answered, "Sure thing, Mr. Mayor," and the
curtain began to rise. Kyle took advantage of the moment to turn to Minmei
and whisper, "What's you problem today, Minmei? You're going to upset the
mayor."

"I just don't feel like singing," she said firmly.

Kyle raised his voice. "And just why not?"
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"Because I don't think this place is safe with that Protoculture chamber
here and because of what you did to Commander Hunter," she answered,
not looking at him. "He is my close friend, you know. He saved my life."

Kyle smirked. "You make it sound like it's a lot more than friendship,
Minmei."

"You asked me, so I told you:"

"Take it easy," he said. "First of all, we're not in any danger. And
second, it didn't hurt your flyboy any to have his feathers ruffled. It keeps
him sharp."

Minmei gritted her teeth.

"Here they come, Mr. Mayor!" the veteran stagehand yelled.

Two intense spots converged center stage, and Mayor Harding turned
to Minmei proudly.

"How 'bout that?"

Kyle put on his best smile and stepped forward. "I think the whole
place looks great, sir."

The mayor beamed and started to say, "Thank you-" when a loud
concussion rocked the theater. A second and third explosion followed in
quick succession, violent enough to send them all reeling in the aisle.

"What the-"

"Quick! Outside!" Kyle ordered.

No doubt a Minmei concert would have worked wonders in New
Detroit, but how could Kyle have known that Khyron had made a previous
booking?

Immediately upon his return to New Macross, Rick was ordered to
report to Admiral Gloval in the briefing room of the SDF-1. There he found
the admiral, Exedore, Lisa, Claudia, Max, Miriya, and the infamous Terrible
Trio-Sammie, Vanessa, and Kim-seated at the room's circular table. Rick
made his report directly to Gloval, summarizing the events that had
transpired in New Detroit.

Gloval wore a look of despair. "I want to commend you for exercising
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good judgment, Captain," he told Rick after a moment. Then he gestured to
the table. "I wanted you to be included in this. Exedore..." he said, sitting
back to listen.

The enigmatic Zentraedi inclined his head. "I have finished my
research on the relationship between Protoculture and the Zentraedi," he
began rather soberly. "My race..." Exedore's face appeared to blanch. "My
race was bio-genetically engineered by the Robotech Masters for the sole
purpose of fighting. Protoculture, the discovery of the Tirolian scientist Zor
was utilized in both the initial cloning process and the enlargement of our
physical being."

Miriya gasped. "You're saying that the Masters created us? It can't be
true, Exedore. I have memories of my youth, my upbringing, my training..."

Exedore shut his eyes and shook his head sadly. "Implants,
engrams...The Masters were clever to equip us with both racial and
individual memories. But they neglected what is more important..."

Gloval cleared his throat. "Exedore, if I may?..."

Exedore gestured his assent, and Gloval addressed the table.

"These people you call the Robotech Masters were extremely proud of
their advanced and powerful civilization. Hyperspace drives and advanced
weaponry were already a part of their culture. But soon after the discovery
of Protoculture and the science of Robotechnology, they dreamed of ruling a
galactic empire. And they decided to develop a police force to protect their
acquisitions-the Zentraedi."

The table went silent.

"For hundreds of years," the admiral continued, his eyes finding Miriya
and Exedore, "you secured worlds for them-these Masters you were
programmed to obey. But this scientist, Zor, the very genius who designed
and built this ship, was silently working at tearing down what his co-opted
discoveries had unleashed. It was believed that he hid his secrets
somewhere in this ship and tried to send it from the Masters' grasp.

"And you, Exedore, and Miriya, Breetai, the old one you called Dolza,
even Khyron, you were ordered to reclaim this ship at all costs-because
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without Zor's secrets the Robotech Masters won't be able to fulfill their
dreams of empire. Without Protoculture, they will fall, as surely as their
race of giant warriors fell. Confronted with emotions and feelings for the
first time, the Zentraedi were powerless. For surely that race of perverted
geniuses had no love left in their hearts. And they will be defeated for the
very same reasons."

Exedore looked up now. "Do not underestimate them, Admiral," he
cautioned. He was impressed by Gloval's summary and evaluation, but the
admiral spoke as if all of this was behind them, when in fact it was just
beginning. "We Zentraedi no longer pose a threat to you, it is true. But
believe me when I say this: The Masters are out there waiting, and they will
not rest until that Protoculture matrix is theirs. Earth has been brought
once to the brink of extinction by their power. Do not mislead yourselves by
thinking that it can never happen again."

Gloval absorbed this silently. "Are there any questions?"

"Are the people of Earth...are they Protoculture?" Miriya asked, full of
concern as she looked at Max. There was Dana-how could they explain
Dana!

Gloval said, "I know what you're thinking, Miriya. But no. You see, we
go back millions of years. And the Zentraedi..."

"But how can you explain that our genetic structures are nearly
identical?" Max wanted to know.

Exedore spoke to that. "Nearly identical. Nearly identical. What is most
plausible is that our genetic...stuff was cloned from the Masters themselves.
They are, after all, er...Micronians like yourselves. Look for a similarity
there, Lieutenant Sterling, not among the Zentraedi."

Max shook his head in a confused manner. "But I don't see that it
matters any!"

"It doesn't," Miriya said, putting her hand over his.

"Then it must figure," Lisa pointed out, "that the people of Earth and
the people of Tirol did have a common ancestry."

"I no longer believe that to be so," said Exedore. "A coincidence, I'm
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afraid."

Rick's eyebrows went up. "A coincidence!? But Exedore, the odds on
that have to be nothing less than...

"Astronomical,” Lisa finished.

Gloval snorted. "And the odds against our coexisting together?...They
might be even greater."

"So the truth is,” Exedore concluded, "that although our races are
similar, they are not identical. My race, the Zentraedi, were Protoculturally
devoid of everything save for the bio-genetically engineered desire to fight.
We were nothing but toys to our creators-toys of destruction. "
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

I had wandered into an inviting, friendly-looking house that sat flush
with the street, thinking it would be a shortcut to Rick (who was speeding
away in his Veritech). The house was filled with antiques from the last
century, and I was running around touching everything. But then when I
remembered Rick and began to search for an exit, I couldn't find a way out! I
started opening doors only to find more doors behind them, and more doors
behind those, and more doors!...I woke up more frightened than I've ever been
in a long time. It was more frightening than real life.

From the diary of Lynn-Minmei

Kyle, Minmei, and Mayor Harding reached the theater's main entrance
in time to see the descent of Khyron's airborne assault team.

They fell upon the city like a storm loosed from hell itself, resembling
deep-sea divers and Roman gladiators in their powered armor. Civil defense
Destroids were already in the streets, pouring missiles and transuranic slugs
into the skies. An Excalibur MK VI, its slung cannons blazing, caught two
e