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

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

But more important, Dana is the only offspring of a Human/Zentraedi mating on Earth, and the Protoculture was working strongly through her. She is to be a centerpiece of the ongoing conflict the Protoculture has shaped, and that means being a Robotech soldier in excelsis.

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



IT WAS A DATE THAT EVERY SCHOOLCHILD KNEW, THOUGH FOR some its significance had become a bit blurred.

But not for the people gathered in the auditorium at the Southern Cross Military Academy. Many of the veterans on the speakers’ platform and among the academy teaching staff and cadre knew the meaning of the date because they had lived through it. Everyone in the graduating class revered it and the tradition of self-sacrifice and courage it represented—a tradition being passed along to them today.

“Today we celebrate not only your achievements as the first graduating class of the Academy,” Supreme Commander Leonard was saying, glowering down at the young men and women seated in rows before him. “We also celebrate the memory of the brave people who have served in our planet’s defense before you.”

Leonard continued, summarizing the last great clash of the Robotech War. If he had stopped in mid-syllable, pointed at anyone of the graduating cadets, and asked him or her to take the story from there, the graduate would have done it with even more detail and accuracy.

They all knew it by heart: how Admiral Henry Gloval had taken the rusting, all-but-decommissioned SDF-1 into the air for a final confrontation with the psychopathic Zentraedi warlord Khyron, and died in the inferno of that battle.

They also knew the high honor roll of the women of the bridge watch who had died with him: Kim Young; Sammie Porter; Vanessa Leeds—all enlisted rating techs scarcely older than any of the cadets—and Commander Claudia Grant.

Sitting at the end of her squad’s row, Cadet Major Dana Sterling looked down the line of faces beside her. One, with skin the color of dark honey, stared up into the light from the stage. Dana could see that Bowie Grant—nephew of that same Commander Claudia Grant and Dana’s close friend since childhood—betrayed no emotion.

Dana didn’t know whether to be content or worried. Carrying the name of a certified RDF hero could be a tough burden to bear, as Dana well knew.

Leonard went on about unselfish acts of heroism and passing the torch to a roomful of cadets, none of whom had yet reached twenty. They had had it all drilled into them for years, and were squirming in their seats, eager to get moving, to get to their first real assignments.

Or at any rate, most felt that way; looking down the line, Dana could see a withdrawn look on Bowie’s face.

Leonard, with his bullet-shaped shaved head, massive as a bear and dripping with medals and ribbons, droned on to the end without saying anything new. It was almost silly for him to tell them that the Earth, slowly rebuilding in the seventeen years since the end of the Robotech War—fifteen since Khyron the Backstabber had launched his suicide attack—was a regrettably feudal place. Who would know that better than the young people who had grown up in it?

Or that there must be a devotion to the common good and a commitment to a brighter Human future? Who had more commitment than the young men and women sitting there, who had sworn to serve that cause and proved their determination by enduring years of merciless testing and training?

At last, thankfully, Leonard was done, and it was time to be sworn in. Dana came to attention with her squad, a unit that had started out company-size three years before.

Dana stood straight and proud, a young woman with a globe of swirling blond hair, average height for a female cadet, curvaceous in a long-legged way. She was blue-eyed, freckled, and pug nosed, and very tired of being called “cute.” Fixed in the yellow mane over her left ear was a fashion accessory appropriate to her time—a hair stay shaped to look like a curve of instrumentation suggesting a half-headset, like a crescent of Robotechnology sculpted from polished onyx.

The graduating class received their assignments as they went up to the stage to accept their diplomas. Dana found herself holding her breath, hoping, hoping.

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

Dana was trying to hide her quick, shallow breathing as she went from Leonard’s too-moist handshake to the aide whose duty it was to tell the new graduates their first assignments.

The aide frowned at a computer printout. Then he glanced down his nose at Dana, looking her over disapprovingly. “Con gratulations. You go to the Fifteenth squad, Alpha Tactical Armored Corps,” he said with a sniff.

Dana had learned how to hide emotions and reactions at the Academy; she was an old hand at it. So she didn’t squeal with delight or throw her diploma into the air in exultation.

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

Let others try for the soft, safe, rear-echelon jobs, or the glamourous fighter outfits; nowadays the armored units were the cutting edge of Robotechnology, and the teeth and claws of the United Earth Government’s military—the Army of the Southern Cross.

And the 15th had the reputation of being one of the best, if not the best. Under their daredevil leader, First Lieutenant Sean Phillips, they had become not only one of the most decorated but also one of the most court-martial-prone outfits around—a real black sheep squad.

Dana figured that was right up her alley. She would have been graduating at the top of her class, with marks and honors succeeding generations would have found hard to beat, if not for certain peccadillos, disciplinary lapses, and scrapes with the MPs. She knew most of it wasn’t really her fault, though. The way some people saw it, she had entered the Academy with several strikes against her, and she had had to fight against that the whole way.

Cadets who called her “halfbreed” usually found themselves flat on their faces, bleeding, with Dana kneeling on them. Instructors or cadre who treated her like just one more trainee found that they had a bright if impulsive pupil; those who gave any hint of contempt for her parentage found that their rank and station were no protection.

Cadet officers awakened to find themselves hoisted from flag poles… a cadre sergeant’s quarters were mysteriously walled in, sealing him inside… The debutante cotillion of the daughter of a certain colonel was enlivened by a visit from a dozen or so chimps, baboons, and orangutans from the Academy’s Primate Research Center… and so on.

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

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

But when she turned, Bowie was looking up the row at her. He flashed his handsome smile, but there was a resigned look to it. He held his hand up to flash five outspread fingers—once, twice, three times.

Dana caught her breath. He’s pulled assignment to the 15th, too!

Bowie didn’t seem to be too elated about it, though. He closed the other fingers of his hand and drew his forefinger across his throat in a silent gesture of doom, watching her sadly.

*   *   *

The rest of the ceremonies seemed to go on forever, but at last the graduates were dismissed for a few brief days of leave before reporting to their new units.

Somehow Dana lost Bowie in the crush of people. He had no family or friends among the watching crowd; but neither did she. All the blood relatives they had were years-gone on the SDF-3’s all-important mission to seek out the Robotech Masters somewhere in the far reaches of the galaxy.

The only adult to whom Dana and Bowie were close, Major General Rolf Emerson, was conducting an inspection of the orbital defense forces and unable to attend the ceremony. For a time in her childhood, Dana had had three very strange but dear self-appointed godfathers, but they had passed away.

Dana felt a spasm of envy for the ex-cadets who were surrounded by parents and siblings and neighbors. Then she shrugged it off, irritated at herself for the moment’s self-pity; Bowie was all the family she had now. She went off to find him.

*   *   *

Even after three years in the Academy, Bowie was a cadet private, something he considered a kind of personal mark of pride. Even so, as an upperclassman he had spacious quarters to himself; there was no shortage of space in the barracks, the size of the class having shrunk drastically since induction day. Of the more than twelve hundred young people who had started in Bowie’s class, fewer than two hundred remained. The rest had either flunked out completely and gone home, or turned in an unsatisfactory performance and been reassigned outside the Academy.

Many of the latter had been sent either to regional militias, or “retroed” to assorted support and rear-echelon jobs. Others had become part of the colossal effort to rebuild and revivify the war-ravaged Earth, a struggle that had lasted for a decade and a half and would no doubt continue for years to come.

But beginning with today’s class, Academy graduates would begin filling the ranks of the Cosmic Units, Tactical Air Force, Alpha Tactical Armored Corps, and the other components of the Southern Cross. Enrollment would be expanded, and eventually all officers and many of the enlisted and NCO ranks would be people who had attended the Academy or another like it.

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

And somehow Bowie—who had never wanted to be a soldier at all—was a member of this new military elite, entrusted with the responsibility of serving and guarding humanity.

Only, I’d be a lot happier playing piano and singing for my supper in some little dive!

Sunk in despair, Bowie found that even his treasured Minmei records couldn’t lift his spirits. Hearing her sing “We Will Win” wasn’t much help to a young man who didn’t want anything to do with battle.

How can I possibly live this life they’re forcing on me?

He plucked halfheartedly at his guitar once or twice, but it was no use. He stared out the window at the parade ground, remembering how many disagreeable hours he had spent out there, when the door signal toned. He turned the sound system down, slouched over, and hit the door release.

Dana stood there in a parody of a glamour pose, up on the balls of her feet with her hands clasped together behind her blond puff ball hairdo. She batted her lashes at him.

“Well, it’s about time, Bowie. How ya doing?” She walked past him into his room, hands still behind her head.

He grunted, adding, “Fine,” and closed the door.

She laughed as she stood looking out at the parade ground. “Suure! Private Grant, who d’you think you’re kidding?”

“Okay! So I’m depressed!”

She turned and gave him a little inclination of the head to acknowledge his honesty. “Thank you! And why are you depressed?”

He slumped into a chair, his feet up on a table. “Graduation, I guess.”

They both wore formfitting white uniforms with black boots and black piping reminiscent of a riding outfit. But their cadet unit patches were gone, and Dana’s torso harness—a crisscross, flare shouldered affair of burnt-orange leather—carried only the insignia of her brevet rank, second lieutenant, and standard Southern Cross crests. Dark bands above their biceps supported big, dark military brassards that carried the Academy’s device; those would soon be traded in for ATAC arm brassards.

Dana sat on the bed, ankles crossed, holding the guitar idly. “It’s natural to feel a letdown, Bowie; I do too.” She strummed a gentle chord.

“You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

“It’s the truth! Graduation Blues are as old as education.” She struck another chord. “Don’t feel like smiling? Maybe I should sing for you?”

“No!” Dana’s playing was passable, but her voice just wasn’t right for singing.

He had blurted it out so fast that they both laughed. “Maybe I should tell you a story,” she said. “But then, you know all my stories, Bowie.” And all the secrets I’ve ever been able to tell a full-breed Human.

He nodded; he knew. Most people on Earth knew at least something of Dana’s origins—the only known offspring of a Zentraedi/Human mating. Then her parents had gone, as his had, on the SDF-3 expedition.

Bowie smiled at Dana and she smiled back. They were two sixteen-year-olds about to take up the trade of war.

“Bowie,” she said gently, “there’s more to military life than just maneuvers. You can make it more. I’ll help you; you’ll see!” She sometimes thought secretly that Bowie must wish he had inherited the great size and strength of his father, Vince Grant, rather than the compact grace and good looks of his mother, Jean. Bowie was slightly shorter than Dana, though he was fierce when he had to be.

He let out a long breath, then met her gaze and nodded slowly. Just then the alert whoopers began sounding.

It sent a cold chill through them both. They knew that not even a martinet like Supreme Commander Leonard would pick this afternoon for a practice drill. The UEG had too much riding on the occasion to end it so abruptly.

But the alternative—it was so grim that Dana didn’t even want to think about it. Still, she and Bowie were sworn members of the armed forces, and the call to battle had been sounded.

Dana looked at Bowie; his face registered his dismay. “Red alert! That’s us, Bowie! C’mon, follow me!”

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

But now, for the first time, they felt a real, icy fear that was not for their own safety or an abstract like their performance in some test. Out in the corridor Dana and Bowie merged with other graduates dashing along. Duffel bags and B-4 bags were scattered around the various rooms they ran past, clothing and gear strewn everywhere; most of the graduates had been packing to go home for a while.

Dana and Bowie were sprinting along with a dozen other graduates, then fifty, then more than half of the class. Underclassmen and women streamed from other barracks, racing to their appointed places. Just like a drill.

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

Suddenly, emphatically, Dana felt a deep fear as something she didn’t understand stirred inside her. And without warning she understood exactly how Bowie felt.

The young Southern Cross fighters—none older than nineteen, some as young as sixteen—poured out of their barracks and formed up to do their duty.
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It seems an imprecise thought or ridiculously metaphysical question to some, I know, but I cannot help but wonder. If the Robotech Masters rid themselves of their emotions, where did those emotions go?

Would there not be some conservation-of-energy law that would keep such emotions from disappearing completely but would see them trans muted into something else? Were they all simply converted to the Masters’ vast longing for power, hidden knowledge, Protoculture, immortality?

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

Zeitgeist, Insights: Alien Psychology and the Second Robotech War



COLD LUNA SWUNG IN ITS AGES-OLD ORBIT. IT HAD WITNESSED cataclysms in epochs long gone; it had watched the seemingly impossible changes that had taken place on Earth through the long eons of their companionship.

In recent times the moon had been a major landmark in the war between Zentraedi and Human, and looked down upon the devastation of Earth, fifteen years ago.

It was into the moon’s cold lee that Captain Henry Gloval attempted to spacefold the SDF-1 at the outset of the Robotech War. There was a grievous miscalculation (or the intercession of a higher, Protoculture-ordained plan, depending on whether or not one listened to the eccentric Dr. Emil Lang), and the battle fortress leapt between dimensions to end up stranded out near Pluto.

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

*   *   *

Six stupendous ships, five miles from end to end through their long axes, materialized soundlessly and serenely in the dawn. They were as strong and destructive and Robotechnologically well-equipped as the Masters could make them.

Still, they were wary. Earth had already provided a charnel house for mighty fleets; the Robotech Masters had no more Zentraedi lives to spend, and had no intention of risking their own.

The voice of one of the Robotech Masters echoed through the command ship. He was one of the triumvirate that commanded the expedition, that ruled the ships, the Clonemasters, soldier-androids, Scientist Triads, and the rest.

He had sprung from the humanlike inhabitants of the planet Tirol, creatures who were virtually Human in plasm and appearance. But the Robotech Master’s words came tonelessly, expressionlessly, and without sound; he was in contact with the Protoculture, and so spoke with mind alone.

He sent his thoughts into the communications bond that linked his mind with those of the transformed overlords of his race, beings like him but even more elevated in their powers and intellect—the three Elders.

The disembodied words floated in the chilly metallic passage ways. We are in place, Elders—behind the moon of our objective, the third planet. All monitoring and surveillance systems are fully operational. You will begin receiving our primary transignal immediately.

The technical apparatus of the ships pulsed and flowed with light, and the power of Protoculture. Some parts suggested blood vessels or the maze of a highway system, where pure radiance of shifting colors traveled; others resembled upside-down pagodas, suspended in the air, made of blazing materials like nothing that had ever appeared in the Solar System before.

The enigmatic energies opened a way across the lightyears, to a sphere like a blue sapphire fifteen feet across. It threw forth brilliance, the glare splashing off the ax-keen, hawk-nosed faces of the three Elders who sat, enthroned in a circle, staring up at it. From far across the galaxy the Elders reached out with their minds to survey the Robotech Masters’ situation.

The Elders were of a type, fey and gaunt, dressed in regal robes but looking more like executioners. All three had bald or shaven pates, their straight, fine hair falling below their shoulders. Under their sharp cheekbones were scarlike creases of skin, suggestive of tribal marks, that emphasized the severity of those laser-eyed faces.

They studied the images and data sent to them by their servants, the Robotech Masters.

One of them, Nimuul, whose blue hair was stirred by the air currents, mindspoke. His disembodied voice was thick as syrup.

The first transignal is of the area where the highest readings of Protoactivity have been recorded. Preliminary inspection indicates that it is unguarded.

That pleased the other Elders, but none of them evinced any emotion; they were above that, purged of it long ago.

Hepsis, of the silver locks, cheek resting on his thin, long-fingered fist, forearm so slender that it appeared atrophied, watched the transignal images balefully. Hmm. You mean those mounds of soil and rock? His voice was little different from Nimuul’s.

Yes.

The three were looking at the transignal scene of the massive artificial buttes that stood in the center of what had once been the rebuilt Macross City. The transignal was showing them the final resting places of the SDF-1, the SDF-2, and the flagship of Khyron the Backstabber.

All three ships had been destroyed in those few minutes of Khyron’s last, suicidal attack; all had been quickly buried and the city covered over and abandoned due to the intense radiation, the last place ever to bear the name Macross.

Nimuul explained, Zor’s ship is probably—Wait!

But he didn’t have to draw their attention to it; Hepsis and Fallagar, the third Elder, could see it for themselves. For the first time in a very long time, the Elders of the Robotech Master race felt a misgiving that chilled even their polar nerves.

Three night-black figures wavered in the enormous transignal globe, defying the best efforts of the Masters’ flagship’s equipment to bring them into focus. The entities on the screen looked like tall, sinister wraiths, caped and cloaked, high collars shadowing their faces—all dark save for the light that beamed from their slitted eyes.

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

The area is guarded by a form of inorganic sentry, Nimuul observed. Or it could be an Invid trap of some kind.

Fallagar, his hair an ice-blue somewhere between his comrades’ shades, gave mental voice to their misgivings. Or it might be something else, he pointed out. Something to do with the thrice-damned Zor.

The images of the wraiths faded, then came back a bit against a background of static as the transignal systemry struggled to maintain it. It seemed that the ghostly figures knew they were under observation—were toying with the Masters. The lamp bright eyes seemed to be staring straight at the Elders.

Then the image was gone, and nothing the Scientist Triad or Clonemasters could do would bring the Protoculture specters back into view. White combers of light washed through the blue globe of the transignal imager again, showing nothing of use.

By a commonality of mind, the Elders did not mention—refused to recognize—this resistance to their will and their instrumentality. The guardian wraiths would be discussed and dealt with at the appropriate time.

What do you wish to view next, Elders? asked a deferential Clonemaster.

Nimuul was suddenly even more imperious, eager to shake off the daunting effects of the long-distance encounter with the wraiths. Show us the lifeforms that protected this planet from our Zentraedi warriors and now hold sway over the Protoculture Matrix.

Yes, Elder, the Clonemaster answered meekly.

Hepsis told the other two, The Humans who obliterated our Zentraedi are no longer present, according to my surveillance readings, my Brothers. But their fellows seem ready to protect their planet with a similar degree of cunning and skill.

The transignal was showing them quick images of the Southern Cross forces: Cosmic Unit orbital forts and Civil Defense mecha, ATAC fighting machines, and the rest.

One intercepted TV transmission was a slow pan past the members of the 15th squad, monitored from a Southern Cross public information broadcast. The Elders saw Humans with a hard trained, competent look to them, and something else… something to which the Elders hadn’t given thought in a long, long time.

It was youth. The camera showed them face after face—the smirking impertinence of Corporal Louie Nichols; the massive strength of Sergeant Angelo Dante; the flamboyance of their leader, the swashbuckling ladies’ man, Lieutenant Sean Phillips.

The Elders looked at their enemies, and felt a certain misgiving even more unsettling than that of the wraiths’ image.

The three rulers of the Robotech Masters, privy to many of the secrets of Protoculture, were long-lived—would be Eternal, if their plans came to fruition. And as a result of that, they feared death, feared it more than anything. The fear was controlled, suppressed, but it was greater than any child’s fear of his worst nightmares, more than any dread that any mortal harbored.

But the young faces in the camera pan didn’t show that fear, not as the Elders knew it. The young understand death far better than their elders will usually acknowledge, especially young people in the military who know their number could come up any time, any day. The faces of the 15th, though, told that its members were willing to accept that risk—that they had found values that made it worthwhile.

That was disturbing to the Elders. They had clones and others who would certainly die for them, but none who would do so of their own volition; such a concept had long since been ground mercilessly from their race.

There was once more that unspoken avoidance of unpleasant topics among the Elders. Nimuul tried to sound indifferent. It is hard for me to believe that these life forms could offer any resistance to us. They are so young and lack combat experience.

He and his fellows were purposely ignoring an unpleasant part of the equation. If, in war, you’re not willing to die for your cause but your enemy is willing to die for his, a terrible weight has been set on one side of the scales.

The Elders shuddered, each within himself, revealing nothing to one another. I’ve seen enough of this, Fallagar said, gathering his cloak like a falcon preparing to take wing, letting impatience show.

What images would you view now, Elders? asked the unseen Clonemaster tentatively.

Fallagar’s silent voice resounded through the viewing chamber. I think we have enough information on these life forms, so transmit whatever else you have on line. No matter how interesting these abstractions may be, the time has come for us to deal with the problems at hand!

The globe swirled with cinnamon-red, came back to blue, and showed the headquarters of the Army of the Southern Cross.

It was a soaring white megacomplex in the midst of Monument City. The countryside was marked with the corroded, crumpled miles-long remains of Zentraedi battlecruisers. They were rammed bow-first into the terrain, remnants of the last, long-ago battle.

The headquarters’ central tower cluster had been built to suggest the white gonfalons, or ensigns, of a holy crusade hanging from high crosspieces. The towers were crowned with crenels and merlons, like a medieval battlement.

It all looked as if some army of giants had been marshaled. The architecture was meant to do just that—announce to the planet and the world the ideals and esprit of the Army of the Southern Cross.

The name “Southern Cross” was a heritage of those first days after the terrible Zentraedi holocaust that had all but eliminated Human life on Earth. Less damage had been done in the southern hemisphere than in the northern; many refugees and survivors were relocated there. A cohesive fighting force was quickly organized, its member city-states all lying within view of the namesake constellation.

Yes; we are through studying this planet for now, Fallagar declared. Now establish contact with our Robotech Masters. It was time for decisions to be passed down, from Elder to Robotech Master, and so on down the line at last to the Bioroid pilots who would once more carry death and fire to Earth in their war mecha.

Signals sprang among the six ships’ communications spars, which looked for all the world like huge, segmented insect legs. What you have shown us has pleased us, Fallagar said with no hint of pleasure in his tone. But now we must communicate with the inhabitants of this planet directly.

While the Robotech Masters were being alerted to hear their overlords’ word, blue-haired Nimuul said to his fellows, I would make a point: these invisible entities who guard the Protoculture masses within the mounds on Earth may require special and unprecedented—

Another voice came as the globe showed the gathered Robotech Masters. Elders! We hear and serve you, and acknowledge your leadership and wisdom!

Younger and at an earlier stage of their Protoculture-generated personal evolution, the Robotech Masters looked in every way like slightly less aged versions of the Elders. The Masters had the gleaming pates, the chevronlike skin seams under each cheekbone, the fine, straight hair that reached far down their backs and down their cheeks in long, wide sideburns. Their mental voices had been given that eerie vibrato by direct exposure to Protoculture. They wore monkish robes with sash belts, their collars in the shape of a blooming Invid Flower of Life.

Like virtually everyone in their culture, the Robotech Masters were a triumvirate. The slight differentiations among members of a triad, even differences of gender, served only to emphasize their oneness.

The Masters stood each upon a small platform, in a circle around their control monitor, an apparatus resembling a mottled technological mushroom five feet across, floating some five yards above the deck. It was the Protoculture cap, source of their power.

Nimuul held his perpetual scowl. Your transignal images were sufficiently informative, and you have reported that your war mecha are prepared. But now we must know if you are ready for us to join you.

Sixteen years earlier, the race that called itself the Robotech Masters had sensed the enormous discharge of Protoculture energy in the last battle on Earth. But their instrumentality was depleted because the rebellious genius Zor had sent the last Protoculture Matrix away in the SDF-1, and the Zentraedi’s destruction and the endless war against the Invid had made great demands on the remaining reservoirs.

The Masters lacked the Protoculture power to send their armada to the target world by the almost instantaneous shortcut of hyperspacefold generation. Therefore, the Elders had dispatched the six enormous mother ships, with their complements of assault craft and Bioroids, on a sixteen-year voyage by more conventional superluminal drive. Now that the journey was over, the Elders meant to rejoin the expedition by means of a small spacefold transference—of themselves.

But Shaizan, who most often spoke for the Robotech Masters, answered, his blue-gray hair flowing with the movements of his head. No, Elders! We are very close to regaining the lost Protoculture masses and recovering secrets that Zor attempted to take to the grave with him. But we must not make the same mistakes the Zentraedi made!

We must know more about their strengths and weaknesses, added Dag, another Master, gazing up at the Elders’ image. Nimuul’s frown deepened. You must not fail. The Robotech Masters all bowed deeply to their own Masters, the Elders.

*   *   *

When the Elders broke contact, the Robotech Masters looked in turn to the Clonemasters and the other triumvirates gathered below the hovering Protoculture cap. Shaizan, gathering his blue robes about him, his collar hanging like an orange flower around his neck, snapped, “Now, do you understand the plan, and do you anticipate any problems, group leader?

The Clonemasters and the rest looked in every way like Human males and females, fair-skinned for the most part. They tended toward an aesthete slimness, with long hair and formfitting clothing that might have come from the early renaissance, draped with short capelets and cloaks. Among their triumvirates there was little differentiation in appearance or clothing.

The Clonemaster group leader replied in a voice somewhere between that of a Human and that of a Robotech Master. “Master, every Bioroid pilot is briefed and prepared to execute the first phase exactly as you have decreed. The only problem is in keeping our operators functional; our Protoculture supplies are quite minimal.”

Shaizan frowned at the group leader as the Elders had frowned upon the Robotech Masters, with that same angry ruthlessness. “Then double the numbers of Bioroid fighting mecha assigned to the attack. You may draw additional Protoculture from the ships’ engines only if it proves absolutely indispensable to success of the mission.”

Dag, more lantern-jawed than his triumvirate-siblings, the most intellectual of them, added, “If possible, I would like some Human captives for experimental purposes.”

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

The group leader inclined his head respectfully. “As you will.”

Shaizan nodded, inspecting the Clonemasters and the other triumvirates coldly. “Then we look forward to your success and trust that you will not fail.”

The group leader said emotionlessly. “We understand the consequences of failure, Master.”

As did everyone on the expedition, the Robotech Masters’ last desperate throw of the dice. The group leader met their scowls. The Bioroid war machines were waiting to bring destruction to the unsuspecting Humans.

“We will not fail you,” he vowed.

*   *   *

When the clone triumvirates had hurried away to execute the probing attack, the Robotech Masters summoned up an image of the maze of systemry in their flagship. The living Protoculture instrumentality suggested internal organs, vascular tubes, clear protoplasmic tracts strobing with the ebb and flow of energy.

Dag bespoke his fellows. “If we could capture a Human, our mindprobe would reveal whether they’ve discovered any hint of the existence of the Protoculture Matrix.”

“Not necessarily,” Bowkaz replied.

They all looked at the shrunken mass of Protoculture left to them. The secret of making a Matrix had died with Zor, and there was no other source of Protoculture in the known universe. This Matrix was the Robotech Masters’ last chance for survival.

“There will be time to interrogate the Humans once they lie defeated and helpless beneath our heel,” Shaizan said.
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I couldn’t really tell you who said it first—comma op, Black Lion, cruiser crewmember—but somebody did, and, given the circumstances, everybody just naturally picked it up, starting then and there: the Second Robotech War.

Lieutenant Marie Crystal, as quoted in “Overlords,” History of the Robotech Wars, Vol. CXII



SPACE STATION LIBERTY SWUNG SLOWLY IN ITS LAGRANGE FIVE holding place, out near Luna. It combined the functions of outpost fortress, communications nerve center, and way station along the routes to Earth’s distant colonies on the moon and elsewhere. Its complex commo apparatus, apparatus that wouldn’t function as well on Earth, was the Human race’s only method of maintaining even intermittent contact with the SDF-3 expedition. Liberty was in many ways the keystone to Earth’s defenses.

And so it was the natural target.

*   *   *

“Liberty, this is Moon Base, Moon Base!”

The Moon Base communications operator adjusted the gain on his transmitter desperately, taking a moment to eye the radar paints he had punched up on a nearby display screen.

Five bogies, big ones, had come zooming around from the moon’s dark side. The G2 section was already sure they were nothing the Human race had even used or seen before. Performance and power readings indicated that they were formidable vessels, and course projections had them headed straight for Liberty, at appalling speed.

“Why won’t they answer? WHY?” The commo op fretted, but some sort of interference had been jamming everything since the bogies first appeared. And nothing Moon Base could get off the ground could possibly catch the UFOs.

The op felt a cold sweat on his brow, for himself as well as for the unsuspecting people aboard the space station. If Liberty were knocked out, that would leave Moon Base and the other scattered Human sentry posts in the Solar System cut off, ripe for casual eradication.

The indicators on his instruments suddenly waffled; either the enemy had been obliged to channel power away from jamming and into weapons, shields, or whatever, or the signal-warfare countermeasures computers had come up with a way to punch through a transmission. A dim, static-fuzzed voice from Liberty acknowledged.

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

“Space Station Liberty, this is Moon Base. Flash message, I say again, flash message! Five bogies closing on you at vector eight-one-three-slash-four-four-niner! You may not have them on your scopes; they have been fading in and out on ours. We didn’t know they were here until we got a visual. Possible hostiles, I say again, possible hostiles. They’re coming straight for you!”

In the Liberty Station commo center, another op was signaling the duty officer that a flash message—a priority emergency—was incoming, even as he recorded the Moon Base transmission.

When it was done, he turned and exercised a prerogative put in place during the rebuilding of Earth after the Zentraedi holocaust. There wasn’t time for an officer to get to the commo center, evaluate the message, get in touch with the G3 staff, and have a red alert declared. Every second was critical; the Human race had learned that the hard way.

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

He tried to piece together the rest of what the Moon Base op was saying just as he spied a watch officer headed his way. The op covered his mike with his hand and called out, “Red flag, ma’am! Tell ’em to get the gun batteries warmed up, ’cause we’re in trouble!”

The commo lieutenant nodded. She turned at once to a secure intercom, signaling the station’s command center. Klaxons and alarm hooters began their din.

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

Armored gunners dashed to their posts as Liberty went on full alert. The heavily shielded turrets opened and the ugly, gleaming snouts of the twin and quad-barreled batteries rose into view, traversing and coming to bear on the targets’ last known approach vector.

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

The five Robotech Master assault ships came, sand-red and shaped like flattened bottles. The leader arrowed in at the Earth craft, opening up with energy cannon. A white-hot bolt opened the side of the cruiser as if gutting a fish. Atmosphere and fireballs rushed from the Human ship. Within it, crewmen and women screamed, but only briefly.

The Masters’ warcraft plunged in, eager for more kills.

*   *   *

“I can’t raise any of the patrol cruisers, ma’am,” the Liberty Station commo op told TASC Lieutenant Marie Crystal. “And three of them have disappeared from the radar screens.”

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

She was a pale young woman in battle armor, with blue eyes that had an exotic obliqueness to them, and short, unruly hair like black straw. There was an intensity to her very much like that of an unhooded bird of prey.

“Roger that, Liberty Station. Black Lions will respond.” She ran a fast calculation; the flotilla had diverted from its usual near-Earth duties when the commo breakdown occurred, and was now very close to Liberty—close enough for binocular and telescope sighting on the explosions and energy-bolt signatures out where the sneak attack had taken place, beyond the satellite.

“Our ETA at your position in approximately ninety seconds from launch.” He acknowledged, white-faced and sweating, and Marie broke the patch-up. Then she signaled her TASC unit, the Black Lions, for a hot scramble.

“Attention all pilots. Condition red, condition red. This is not a drill, I say again, this is not a drill. Prepare for immediate launch, all catapults. Black Lions prepare to launch.“

The decks reverberated with the impact of running armored boots. Marie led the way to the hangar deck, her homed flight helmet in one hand. There was all the usual madness of a scramble, and more, because no one among the young Southern Cross soldiers had ever been in combat before.

Marie boarded her Veritech fighter with practiced ease, even though she was weighted down by her body armor. The scaled-up cockpit had room for her in the bulky superalloy suit, but even so, and even after years of practice she found it a bit more snug than she would have liked.

The Tactical Armored Space Corps’ frontline fightercraft had been decreased in size quite a bit since the Robotech War because they no longer needed to go to a Battloid-mode size that would let them slug it out toe-to-toe with fifty-foot-tall Zentraedi warriors or their huge Battlepods.

Her maint crew got her seated properly and ready to taxi for launch. As Marie sat studying the gauges and instruments and indicators on her panel, she didn’t realize how much like a slim, keen-eyed Joan of Arc she looked in her armor.

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

Crewpeople with spacesuits color-coded to their jobs raced around, seeing to ordnance and moving craft, or racing to take their places in the catapult crews. They, too, tended to be young, a part of Robotechnology’s new generation, shouldering responsibilities and facing hazards that made them adults while most of them were still in their teens. Even in peacetime, death was a part of virtually every cruise, and the smallest mishap could cost lives. The Black Lions launched and formed up; the enemy ships turned toward them but altered course at the last moment, launching their own smaller craft.

“What are those things?” Second Lieutenant Snyder, whose callsign was Black Beauty, yelled when the enemy fighters came into visual range, already firing.

Gone were the simple numeral callsigns of a generation before; Earth was a feudal hegemony of city-states and regional power structures, bound by virtually medieval loyalties, under the iron fist of the UEG, and the planet’s military reflected that. So did the armor of the Southern Cross’s ultratech knights, including Marie’s own helmet, with its stylized horns.

“Shut up and take ’em!” Marie snapped; she hated unnecessary chatter on a tac net. “And stick with your wingmen!”

But she didn’t blame Black Beauty for being shocked. So, the Zentraedi are back, she thought. Or somebody a lot like them.

The bogies that were zooming in at the Black Lions were faceless armored figures nearly the size of the alien invaders who appeared in 2009 to savage Earth and initiate the Robotech War. These were different, though: They were Humanoid-looking, though insect-like; Zentraedi Battlepods were like headless alloy ostriches bristling with cannon.

Moreover, these things rode swift, maneuverable saucer-shaped Hovercraft, like outlandish walking battleships riding waterjet platforms.

But they were fast and deadly, whatever they were. The Hovercraft dipped and changed vector, prodigal with their power, performing maneuvers that seemed impossible outside of atmosphere. Up until today that had always been a Veritech specialty.

About twenty of the intruders dove in at a dozen Black Lions, and the dogfighting began. Fifteen years had gone by since the last time Human and alien had clashed, and the answered prayers that were peace were suddenly vacated.

And the dying hadn’t changed.

The small volume of space, just an abstract set of coordinates, became the new killing ground. VT and Bioroid circled and pounced at one another, fired or dodged depending upon who had the advantage, maneuvered furiously, and came back for more.

The aliens fired extremely powerful energy weapons, most often from the bulky systems packages that sat before them on their control stems. That gave the Lions the eerie feeling that a horde of giant metallic water-skiers was trying to immolate them. But the arrangement only looked funny; incandescent rays flashed from the control-stem projectors, and three TASC fliers died almost at once. The saucer-shaped-Hoverplatforms turned to seek new prey. This time they demonstrated that they could fire from apertures in the control-stem housings.

“Black Beauty, Black Beauty, two bogies on your tail!” John Zalenga, who was known as White Knight, called out the warning. “Go to turbo-thrust!” Marie spared a quick glance to her commo display, and saw Zalenga’s white-visaged helmet with its brow-vanes on one side of a split-screen, Snyder’s ebony head gear, like some turbaned, veiled Muslim champion’s on the other.

But before Snyder could do anything about his dilemma, the two were on him, their fire crisscrossing on his VT’s tail. Marie heard the fight rather than saw it, because at that moment she had the shot she wanted at a darting alien Hovercraft.

VT armament had changed in a generation: gone were the autocannon and their depleted transuranic shells. Amplified laser arrays sent pulses of destructive power through the vacuum.

Armored saucer-platform and armored alien rider disappeared in a cloud of flame and shrapnel.

Marie’s gaze was level and intent behind her tinted visor. “We lost Black Beauty; the rest of you start flying the way you were taught! Start flying like Black Lions!”

Outside of a few minor brushfire conflicts over borders, the VTs of Marie’s generation had never flown combat before. Certainly, Aerial Combat School was nothing like this: real enemy fire and real friends being blown to rags of sizzling flesh and cinders, with the next volley coming at you.

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

“Going to Guardian mode,” Marie bit out, her breath rasping a little in her helmet facemask. They were all pulling lots of gees in the hysterical maneuvering of the dogfight; as trained, they locked their legs and tightened their midsections to keep the blood up in their heads, where it was needed. The grunting and snorting for breath made the Black Lions’ tac net sound as if some desperate tug-of-war were in progress.

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

None of the intricacies of mechamorphosis mattered much to the young VT leader with a sky full of bogies coming at her. All Marie really cared about was that when she summoned up her craft’s Guardian configuration, the order was obeyed.

She could feel the craft shifting and changing shape around her, modules sliding and structural parts reconforming themselves, like some fantastic mechanical origami. In moments, Veritech became Guardian, a giant figure like a cross between a warrior and a space battlecruiser, a sleek eagle of Robotechnology.

“Got you covered, White Knight,” she told Zalenga. “Here they come.” The Masters’ battle mecha surged in at them, the flashes of their fire lighting the expressionless insect eyes of the Bioroids’ head-turrets.

But the next joust of spaceborne paladins was very different from what had gone before. The Guardian had most of the speed of a Veritech, but the increased maneuverability and firepower that came from bringing it closer to anthropomorphic form. More or less the form of the Bioroids.

But more, Marie Crystal thought her craft through its change and its actions. The secret of Robotech mecha lay in the pilot’s helmet—the “thinking cap,” as it had been dubbed. Receptors there picked up thought impulses and translated them into the mecha’s actions. No other control system could have given a machine that kind of agility and battle-prowess, which seemed more like those of a living thing.

Marie dodged one Hovercraft’s fire, neatly missing that of the thing’s companion, darting like a superalloy dragonfly. She controlled her mecha with deft manipulations of the gross motor controls—hand and foot controls there in the cockpit—but more important, she thought her Guardian through the firefight. Mental imaging was the key to Robotech warfare.

The lead Bioroid was firing at a place Marie’s Guardian no longer occupied. She blasted it dead center with an almost frugally short burst of intense fire, a hyphen of novafire that was gone nearly before it had begun. The Bioroid erupted outward in fireball demise.

She ducked the backup Bioroid’s cannonade, too, and wove through it to fix the alien mecha in her gunsight reticle and shoot. The second Bioroid was an articulated fortress—bulbous forearmed, bulbous-legged—one moment, and a superheated gas cloud headed for entropy the next.

The other Black Lions weren’t slow to pick up on the new tactics. Some went to Guardian mode, and one or two to Battloid—the Veritech equivalent of the Bioroids—while one or two remained in Fighter mode. The Bioroids simply could not adjust to the smorgasbord of Earthly war-mecha suddenly facing them.

Tables turned, and it was the invader mecha that disappeared in spheres of white-hot explosion. Then it became apparent that they had had enough; like oily, scuttling beetles, the two or three survivors hunkered over their control stems and fled.

A controller from the Lions’ cruiser got through to them just as they were preparing to mechamorphose and pursue the enemy until none were left.

“Black Lion Team, break contact! All Veritechs, break contact! Let ’em go for now, Lions, and return to the ship at once.”

The ballooning explosions began to die away; Marie gathered up her unit unhurriedly, enjoying mastery of the battlefield.

But she knew that the tactics that had won the Lions this day’s fight might not be as effective next time. And she knew, too, that the force her team had faced was probably a negligible number in terms of the enemy’s total strength.

She thrust the thought aside. Today was a victory; embattled humanity, cast into the eye of the storm of interstellar Robotech warfare again, had to relearn the skill of taking things one moment, one battle, one breath of life at a time.
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It was Bowie I’d legally taken as my ward, his parents being among my closest friends, but it was often Dana who gave me greater cause for worry. With her mixed parentage and the grief she sometimes got about it, she was often torn between two distinct modes of behavior, the sternly military and the wildly anti-authoritarian.

And, none of us really know what it was Lang, and later Zand, were doing to her in those experiments when she was a baby. We suspect it had something to do with Protoculture, and activating the alien side of her nature.

But Zand knows one thing: he knows how close I came to killing him with my bare hands that day when I came to take baby Dana away from him. And if anything ever happens to her because of what he did, Zand’s fears will be borne out.

From the personal journal of Major General Rolf Emerson



LIKE MOST SOUTHERN CROSS MILITARY FACILITIES, THE PLACE WAS roomy. The devastating attacks of the Zentraedi had seen to it that Earth would have no problems with population density for some time to come.

This one was a large, truncated cone, an airy building of smoky blue glass and gleaming blue tile, set on a framework of blue-tinted alloy. The architecture had a nostalgic art-deco look to it. It was big even though it served only as barracks to a relatively few people; much of the above-ground area was filled with parts and equipment storage and repair areas, armory, kitchen and dining and lavatory facilities, and so on. In some ways it was a self-contained world.

Mounted on its front was an enormous enlargement of a unit crest, that of the Alpha Tactical Armored Corps, the ATACs, and beneath that the squad designation: 15.

The crest was lavish, almost rococo, with rampant lion and unicorn, crown, gryphon, stars, shields, and the rest. The viewer had to look closely to see that one element of what was supposed to be crossed machetes looked more like… rabbit ears. The 15th had an old, gallant, and highly decorated past but a reputation for trouble, and for deviltry as well. The origin of the rabbit ears in its heraldry had a hundred different versions, and quite possibly none of them were true.

Inside, in a unit ready-room, there was an unusual level of banter going on, with almost a celebratory air. The same alarm that had disrupted Dana’s graduation day proceedings, as word came of attack from space, had taken the ATACs off a peacetime footing.

Dana and Bowie had spent a week with the 15th, getting ready for the follow-up attack that never came. But at least there was no more falling out for silly make-work details or drudge jobs from the duty roster; the 15th had made sure it was ready to go, then had been ordered to stand-to and remain in barracks pursuant to further orders.

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

Near him, Louie Nichols listened indifferently to the music while he cleaned and reassembled a laser pistol. Totally synthesized synaptic-inductance music with enhanced simusensory effects was more to Louie’s liking; the lanky corporal was a sort of maverick technical genius given to endless tinkering and preoccupation with gadgetry.

Still, Bowie’s music wasn’t too bad for primitech stuff, Louie decided. Bowie was liked well enough after a week in the 15th, but he was still a bit of an oddball, like Louie himself. A man who looked out at the world through big, square, heavily tinted goggles—few people had seen Louie’s eyes, even in the shower. Louie had decided Bowie was a misfit and therefore somewhat of a kindred soul, and that Dana was a bit of the same. So he had taken to the 15th’s newest troopers.

Others had accepted them, too, though there was a little coolness toward Dana; she had been assigned as the 15th’s new Executive Officer since the old XO had been hospitalized after a training maneuver injury. It was all perfectly ordinary, since she had been commissioned out of the Academy, but—she was the first woman in the 15th, one of the first in the ATAC.

Two privates were killing time with a chess game. “D’you hear the latest skinny?” the smaller one asked casually. “Our CO’s gonna be in stockade for a while.”

His big, beefy opponent shrugged, still studying his bishop’s di lemma. “Too bad Sean’s such a ladies’ man—too bad for him.”

“He shouldn’t’ve made a pass at a superior officer,” the first said.

A third, who had been kibbitzing, contributed, “Sean just didn’t have his mind right, or he would’ve known better. Ya just don’t go grabbing a colonel’s daughter like that.”

No, indeed; especially when the daughter was herself a captain. But scuttlebutt had it that the grabbing had gone rather well and that initial reaction was favorable, until the ATAC Officer of the Day wandered in and found army furniture being put to highly unauthorized use, as it were, by army personnel who were supposedly on duty. It was just about then that the colonel’s daughter started yelling for help.

It was a brief court-martial, and word was that Lieutenant Sean Phillips grinned all through it. A constant stream of letters and CARE packages, sent by other female admirers, was brightening up his guardhouse stay.

Sergeant Angelo Dante, engrossed in a conversation of his own, snorted, “Aw, all she is is a snotty, know-it-all teenager!” He had served under Sean for some time, and resented seeing him replaced. He was so preoccupied with it that he didn’t realize the rec-room door had slid open and the replacement was standing there.

“Why, Angelo, you say the sweetest things,” a lively female voice said mockingly. Everyone looked around, startled, to see Dana posed glamorously in the doorway. The brevet pips were gone from her torso harness; she had been promoted from temporary XO—a kind of on-the-job training—to the CO slot, now that Sean was going to be spending some time playing rock-hockey over at the stockade.

Bowie stood up from the piano with a smile on his face. “Congratulations, Lieutenant Sterling,” he said with genuine delight, much as he disliked the military.

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

Other voices seconded the sentiment. Dana strolled over toward Angelo Dante with a seductive, swivel-hipped gait. “What’s the matter, Angie? Don’t think I’m tough enough?” She gave him a languorous smile and kept it there as she gave him a swift kick in the shin.

Angelo was utterly shocked, but he barely let out a grunt; he was a tall, muscular man, well known for his strength and ability to withstand punishment. Dana let the guffaws and catcalls go on for a few seconds as the 15th razzed Angelo for being taken off guard. Angelo rubbed his shin and snarled at her retreating back, but inside he was suddenly reevaluating his opinion of “Miss Cadet,” as he had been calling her.

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

There was a confused half-second of disbelief, then the 15th scrambled to stand at attention in two precise ranks, facing her. “Now what’s she trying to prove?” Angelo heard someone mutter.

Dana looked them over, hands locked behind her back. She waited a few seconds in the absolute silence, then said, “Y’know, I’ve been giving this a lot of thought. And I’ve decided that this squad is dull. Definitely cute, but dull.”

She walked along the front rank, inspecting her new command. “However, I think there’s still hope for you, so prepare to move out!”

She had come to the end of the front rank, where Angelo stood glowering at her. “Something on your mind, Angie?”

He said, tight-lipped, “I could be wrong about this, but aren’t we on ready-reaction duty this week?”

The ready-reaction squad was a kind of fire brigade, ready to move at once should any trouble occur, either at the base or elsewhere. The fact that it had to be ready to move on a moment’s notice meant that the ready-reaction force usually kept all personnel in or immediately around its barracks.

But Dana gave Angelo a scornful look. “What’s that got to do with a training maneuver?”

It wouldn’t actually be breaking a reg, but it would be bending some. “Well, we haven’t gotten official clearance from regimental HQ.”

If there was a funny, warm Human side to her, there was a fire breathing Zentraedi amazon side, too. Dana’s eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared. “If you’re looking to be busted to buck private, Dante, just keep doing what you’re doing! ’Cause I give the orders here and you obey them!”

The usually gruff Angelo unexpectedly broke into a smile. “If you say so, Lieutenant.” The simplest solution would be to give the kid enough rope, and even egg her on a little without being too obvious about it.

Dana showed locked teeth and the assembled 15th wondered silently if steam was going to start corning out of her ears. “If you have a problem, Sergeant, maybe I ought to send you to get your Chaplain Card punched. Or do you just resent taking orders from a woman?”

That stung Angelo, who was what he liked to think of as a little old-fashioned, but didn’t want to be branded a sexist. He drew a deep breath. “That’s not it at all, Lieutenant, but with all this trouble out at Liberty and the Moon Base—what if something happens and we’re not here?” He gave her a condescending smile.

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

“In that case, Sergeant,” she said, smirking, “why don’t you just sit here and twiddle your thumbs? The rest of you, get to your Hovercycles! Move out!”

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

But as the 15th dashed for the drop-rack, whooping and shouting, Angelo was right with them.

The drop-rack was a sort of skeletal ladder that, like a conveyor belt or paternoster, moved downward endlessly, a modern-day firemen’s pole giving quick access to the motor pools below ground level.

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

The 15th dashed to its Hovercycles, one-seater surface-effect vehicles built for speed and maneuverability. Dana leapt astride her saddle, taking the handlebars. “Recon patrol in G sector, gentlemen!”

She settled her goggles on her face, gunned the engine. “Let’s… go-ooo!” The 15th shot away after her, yahooing and giving rebel yells.

Dana laughed, exulting. Whoever said a drill couldn’t be fun?

*   *   *

First they barreled through Monument City on a joyride that sent civilian pedestrians scuttling for safety. The cycles roared up and around access ramps and cloverleafs, threaded through traffic, and got into cornering duels with one another. The troopers yelled to one another and howled their encouragement to Dana, who had taken the lead.

She loved it, loved setting the pace and hearing her men cheer her on. “See if you can keep up with me, guys!” She gave a burst of thruster power, leaping the railing to land on an access ramp higher up and several yards away. They were headed the wrong way, against oncoming traffic.

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

Then it was down onto a major traffic artery, for a flat speed run into the badlands on Monument City’s outskirts. Rusting Zentraedi wreckage of the Robotech War dotted the landscape. This particular area still hadn’t recovered from the alien fusillade that had devastated nearly the entire planet some seventeen years before; it looked more like the moon.

“Fokker Base is only a few more miles,” Dana yelled over the wind and the sound of the engines. “We’ll stop there!”

As Bowie passed the word, she thought sarcastically, All this commanding is such a lot of work. Then she laughed aloud into the rushing air.

*   *   *

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

Dana came to a stop with a blare of thruster power and a blast of dust and debris. She hopped from her cycle as the rest of the 15th drew up next to her. She looked the enormous base over; Fokker wasn’t far from the Human-made mounds that covered the fallen SDF-1, SDF-2, and the flagship of Khyron the Backstabber.

The place was the home of Tactical Air Force and Cosmic Units along with the TASC Veritechs, as well as experimental facilities and an industrial complex. It was also a commo nexus and regional command headquarters.

Inside the canteen a mohawked VT pilot inspected the 15th through a large permaplas window. “Uh-oh, looks like school’s out.”

Dana was gazing back at the pilots now. “Hey, the eagles are being led by a dove, huh?” said one Lion approvingly.

Marie set hands on hips and hmmphed. “More like turkeys being led by a goose,” she sneered.

Dana led her men in and was confronted by First Lieutenant Marie Crystal. Dana saluted, and Marie barked, “State your mission.”

Dana saw that the hospitality carpet was definitely not out. There had always been rivalry between the TASCs and the ATACs; their VTs and Hovertanks had some Robotech capabilities in common and therefore at times ended up with overlapping mission responsibilities. There was strong disagreement about which mecha was better in this mode or that, and which was the all-around superior. More than a few fists had flown over the subject.

This was the first time Dana had encountered such hostility, though. She had chosen Hovertanks because, she was certain, they were the most versatile, formidable mecha ever invented, so she wasn’t about to take guff from some VT bus driver.

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

That had the 15th guffawing and the Black Lions choking on their coffee. Marie Crystal’s brows met. “What’d you do, kid, escape from a western? Don’t you know how a commander’s supposed to behave, even the commander of a flock of kiddie cars?” Now Dana was annoyed, too. “My squad’s got more citations for excellence than you could fit into your afterburner! Number one in every training maneuver and war game it’s ever been in!”

Marie smiled indulgently, maddeningly. “Games don’t prove a thing; only combat does.”

Dana decided things had gone far enough. The 15th and the Lions were eyeing one another, some of them rubbing their knuckles thoughtfully.

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

Her troopers began to follow her, but one of the VT fliers—Eddie Muntz, a pinch-faced little guy with a reputation as a troublemaker—jumped to his feet. He called after them, “Hey, wait! Don’tcha want a cuppa coffee?”

Royce, a tall, skinny trooper wearing horn-rimmed glasses, turned to tell him no thanks. He got most of a full cup flung into his face.

Eddie Muntz stood laughing, managing to gasp, “Nothing like a good cuppa Java, I always say!” He was convulsing so hard that he didn’t see what was headed his way.

“Try this,” Bowie Grant invited, and tagged Muntz with an uppercut that sent him crashing back across the table. Bowie didn’t like the army, or violence, but senseless cruelty was something that simply enraged him.

A couple of Lions helped Muntz to his feet, one of them growling, “So, the kids want to play rough.”

Muntz wiped blood from his split lip. “Pretty good for somebody in day care,” he admitted. Then he launched himself through the air to tackle Bowie.

But Bowie was ready for him; the ATAC trooper caught a hold of Muntz’s uniform at the same time bringing up one foot and set ting it in the juncture where leg met abdomen. Bowie fell backward to the floor, rolling, pulling his opponent with him, and pushing him with the foot that was in Muntz’s midsection. It was just like Bowie had been taught at Academy hand-to-hand classes; with a wild scream the practical joker went flying through the air straight over Bowie’s head.

Bowie’s only miscalculation was that Dana was right in Muntz’s trajectory. The VT pilot crashed into her headfirst and bore her to the floor. They lay in a tangle of arms and legs, with Dana hollering at the dazed Muntz to get off her.

Dana’s scrabbling hand encountered a piece of metal, a table leg that had rolled there after Muntz’s first fall. She grabbed it just as the VT pilot shook his head and leapt to his feet to face Bowie again.

His luck wasn’t any better this time; Bowie was just out of the Academy, young and fast and in good shape. He rocked Muntz back with a left hook, and Muntz ended up knocking Marie Crystal back onto a couch, lying across her lap. While Marie pounded his head and howled at him to get off her, the riot got going in earnest.

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

And she stood numbly, watching a mental image of her lieutenant’s bars as they flew away into the clouds forever on little wings. I wonder if Sean’s got any CARE packages to spare, there in the stockade? she thought.
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The occasions of the 15th’s first social encounter with the Black Lions was rather less auspicious than subsequent, more cooperative military collaborations. It is a fact, though, that the ATACs ever thereafter insisted on referring among themselves to Veritech recons and penetration strikes in football-play jargon, as “Debutantes Go Long.”

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



DANA WAVED THE TABLE LEG, SHOUTING “STOP! STOP THIS immediately!” It didn’t do a bit of good.

The brawl was a confused sequence of split-second events; time and distance seemed strangely altered. A blond VT pilot swung his forearm into the face of a 15th trooper; another of Dana’s men downed the mohawked Black Lion with a dropkick.

An ATAC was on the floor with a VT pilot’s head in a leg lock; Shiro had Evans down and bent the wrong way, painfully, in a “Boston crab.” Marie Crystal finally got the groggy Eddie Muntz off her just in time to have Louie Nichols and a VT man with whom he was locked in combat pile into her and bear her down in a struggling heap.

Dana couldn’t think of anything to do but keep yelling “Stop! Stop!” and wave the table leg. It didn’t accomplish much, and she had to stop even that and duck suddenly as a Black Lion flung bodily by Angelo Dante went crashing through the big window behind her.

The broken window let in a sound that made Dana’s blood run cold: police sirens. An MP carrier was coming hell-for-leather across the field toward the canteen, all lights flashing. Dana turned and bellowed, “MPs! Hey, it’s the MPs! Let’s get outta here!”

Other voices took up the cry, and in seconds the brawl was over. Marie Crystal looked on as the 15th raced after its leader, hopping on Hovercycles. Dana made sure all her men had gotten out. “Split up! We’ll meet back at the barracks!” The ATACs zoomed off in all directions.

Dana gunned her engine and headed off straight for the police van. It was closer now, an open surface-effect vehicle, and she could see that there was a fifteen-foot-tall police robot standing back on the troop carrier bed. Dana calmly watched the distance close; she was determined to keep the MPs busy until the rest of the 15th had time to get clear.

The MP major standing behind the open cab felt sudden misgivings as the cycle rider came straight at the van’s windshield. He let out a squawk and went for his sidearm, steadying it at her with both hands over the top of the cab. “Stop or I’ll shoot! Look out!”

The latter was because Dana had increased speed and hit her thrusters. The major dove for cover, thinking she was out to decapitate him. But at the last instant she took the cycle up in a thruster-jump, neatly tagging the police robot’s head with the skyscooter’s tail. The robot toppled backward like a falling sequoia as the major screamed in horror. The sound the machine made against the hardtop resembled that of several boilers being rung like gongs.

The Black Lions stood outside the canteen, watching, as Dana threw them a jaunty wave and disappeared in the distance. Marie Crystal stood with hands on hips, a feline smile on her face. “Not bad for a beginner, Lieutenant Sterling. You show real promise.” And you haven’t heard the last of the Black Lions!

The MP van slowed to a stop. The major shook his head in dis gust, watching the ATAC cycles leave dust trails to all points of the compass. Doesn’t the Academy teach these hoodlums the difference between us and the enemy?

The robot lay unmoving, but its visor lit with red flashes with each word it spoke. “Hovercycle operator identified as Lieutenant Dana Sterling,” the monotone voice announced, “Fifteenth ATAC squad.” It made some strange noises, then added, “Recommend immediate apprehension. I don’t feel very well. May we return to headquarters now? Perhaps you could give me a hand up, sir. Vvvt! Wwarrrzzzp! Kktppsssst! Reenlistment bonus? Sounds good to me!”

The major gave the robot a little first-echelon maintenance in the form of a good swift kick.

*   *   *

On a moonlit night with the silver veins of cloud overhead, Monument City had the look of a place transported to an eldritch graveyard. The wind-sculpted crags and peaks around it, the rusting dead leviathans of the Zentraedi wreckage, the barrenness of the countryside that began at the city limits—it all suited Dana’s despair precisely.

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

Sitting near the pile of refuse that concealed her cycle, hugging herself to conserve body heat, Dana sat with her back against a brick wall and tried to figure out what to do next. Eventually, she knew, she must return to the base and face the charges that would be brought against her; she just wanted some time to think things through. She was reassessing her entire concept of what it meant to be a commander.

Dana sighed and looked up at the cold, diamond-bright moon, and wondered whether Humans—whether she—would be fighting and dying there soon. If there was a war coming, as everybody was saying, she didn’t have too much to fear from the MPs or a court-martial; the Southern Cross Army would need a capable young Hovertank officer too much to let her moulder in stir for very long. Besides, there was General Emerson, family friend and unofficial guardian, and though she hated the idea of asking for help, his influence could work wonders for her.

But she would be leading men and women into battle, and possible death; she must not make any more misjudgments. She hated being mocked and wronged, and she longed so very much to connect with something—perhaps her squadmates would be like the family she had never really known.

She sighed, pulling a holobead from an inner uniform pocket. Thumbing it in the dimness of the alley, she looked again on the image she had seen ten thousand times before.

There was Max Sterling, the greatest VT pilot who had ever lived, pale and boyish, with oversize corrective glasses and blue-dyed hair. Next to him was Miriya Parino Sterling, the woman who had commanded the Zentraedi’s elite Quadrono Battalion, reduced from a giantess to Human proportions by a Protoculture sizing chamber, a woman with the predatory look of a tigress, and all the sleek beauty of one as well.

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

And now they’re—who knows? she thought. She looked at the stars and reflected, as she did almost every night, that her mother and father might be beyond the most distant of them. Or might be dead. No communications had been received from the SDF-3 expedition to find and deal with the Robotech Masters.

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

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

Konda and Bron and Rico were former Zentraedi spies, shrunk to Human size, who had fallen under the spell of Human society. Max and Miriya left with Rick Hunter, Captain Lisa Hayes, and the rest of the expedition in the SDF-3, and there was a certain lapse of time there that Dana couldn’t account for and had been too young to remember—things that even General Emerson wasn’t too forthcoming about. But eventually the erst-while spies, learning that for some unexplained reason Max and Miriya had been persuaded to leave her behind, appointed themselves her godfathers.

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

All the rebel Zentraedi—the ones who had defected to the Human side only to turn against the Earth again—had been hunted down while Dana was still an infant, and all the rest, including her godfathers, had either gone along with the SDF-3 or exiled themselves on the factory satellite. Eventually her godfathers had passed away, almost at the same time. She was never certain whether it was from some Earthly malady or simply a vast loneliness; their three human loves, Sammie, Vanessa, and Kim, had died with Gloval and Bowie’s aunt Claudia in the SDF-1’s final battle. The ex-spies had never taken others.

With the trio gone, it was government youth shelters and schools for Dana once more, often with Bowie as her companion because Rolf Emerson simply couldn’t have children along with him. And then, in time, there was the Academy. But when Dana heard bitter words about the innate savagery of the Zentraedi nature, she thought back on the onetime giants who had shown her such a happy family life, at least for a little while.

She deactivated the holobead with a stroke of her thumb, leaning her head back against the coarse bricks, eyes closed, taking in a deep breath through her nostrils. There were the distant lights of apartments, where families were getting together for dinner after a day of workaday life.

Dana let her breath out slowly, wishing again that she could be one of them, wishing that the holobead images could come to life, or that her parents would come home from the stars.

There was a sudden whimper and the hollow bounce of an empty can nearby. She was on her feet, reflexively ready for a fight. But there was no enemy there. It was, instead, a quite special acquaintance.

“Polly!”

She stopped to gather the little creature up, a thing that looked like a mophead, its tongue hanging out. It might have passed for a terrestrial dog until one took a closer look. It had small knob-ended horns, eyes that were hidden beneath its sheepdoglike forelock—but that were definitely not the eyes of an Earth lifeform—and feet resembling soft muffins.

It’s a pollinator, Bron had told her gently the first time she was introduced to it. That’s how she had given the thing its name, even though she had no idea whether Polly was male or female.

She never found out just how the ex-spies had come across the affectionate little beast; they had promised to tell her in the “someday” that had never come. But she had learned that Polly was a magical creature indeed.

For instance, Polly came and went as it pleased, no matter if you locked it in or tied it up. You would look around, and Polly would just be gone, maybe for a little while or maybe for a long time. It reminded her a little of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and later, another old-time book title she came across, The Cat Who Walks Through Walls.

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

“Did you hear me thinking about them?” she murmured, petting the XT creature, pressing her cheek to it as it licked her face with a red swatch of tongue. “Didja know how much I can use a slobber on the face just now?” Her tears leaked out no matter how she tried to hold them back. “Looks like we’re both gonna be cold tonight.”

She wiped her cheek, smearing the tears and dirt. “I can’t believe I let things get so far out of control.”

But somehow she felt less terrible. She managed to fall asleep, the pollinator curled up warmly against her. The dark dreams that came to her at times, filled with terrors that were both nameless and otherwise, stayed away this time.

But she had her strange Vision again, as she had had on rare occasions ever since she could remember. In it, a vortex of purest force swirled up from the planet Earth like the funnel of a cyclone; only it was a cyclone a hundred miles in diameter, composed of violent energies springing from sheer mental power. The uppermost part of the mind-tornado reached beyond Earth’s atmosphere, then it suddenly transformed into an incandescent phoenix, a firebird of racial transfiguration.

The crackling, radiant phoenix spread wings wider than the planet, soaring away quicker than thought to another plane of existence, with a cry so magnificent and sad that Dana dreaded and yet was held in the powerful beauty of this recurring dream. Her Vision was another secret she had always kept to herself.

As Dana stirred in her sleep, something came between her and the streetlights. That struck through to a trained alertness that had long since become instinctive; she lay utterly still, opening one eye just a crack.

Looming over her was the person of Lieutenant Nova Satori of the Global Military Police. Backing her up were a half-dozen MP bruisers cradling riot guns. Some sort of dawn was trying to get through clouds that looked like they had been dumped out of a vacuum-cleaner bag. The pollinator was no longer lying against Dana.

Nova was enjoying herself. She was turned out in the MP dark-blue-and-mauve version of the Southern Cross dress uniform, her long blue-black hair fluttering and luffing against her thighs like a cloak, caught back with a tech ornament like Dana’s.

In Nova’s quick dark eyes and the heart-shaped face there was the canniness of both the cop and the professional soldier.

“Well, good morning,” said Nova with a pleasant purr.

Funny how you run into old buddies when you least expect it, Dana reflected, and rose to her feet in one smooth move. She and Nova went back in a long way. Dana put on her best Miss Southern Cross Army smile. “Well, Lieutenant Satori! How ya been? You’re out early!”

Dana gave a completely false laugh while looking over possible escape routes as Nova said in a Cheshire cat voice, “Fine, just fine.”

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

*   *   *

In Southern Cross HQ, high up in one of the buildings that looked like crusaders’ war-standards, the army’s command center operated at a constant fever pitch, a twenty-four-hour-a-day steam bath of reports, sensor readouts, intelligence analysis, and system-wide surveillance.

Scores of techs sat at their consoles while diverse duty officers and NCOs passed among them, trying to keep everything coherent. Overhead, visual displays flashed on the inverted dome of the command center ceiling, showing Mercator grid projections, models of activity in the Solar System, and current military hotspots.

On one trouble-board, ominous lights were blinking. An operations tech covered his headset mike with the palm of his hand and yelled, “Cap’n? Come take a look at this.”

The ops captain bent down over the tech’s shoulder and examined the screen. There was a complete garble of the usual computer-coded messages.

“It ain’t comin’ from the space station, sir,” the tech said. “It’s like somebody’s messing with satellite commo, but who? And from where, if you catch my drift, sir.”

The captain frowned at the display and double-checked the alphanumerics. Then he spun and barked, “Get General Emerson over here ASAP!” The message was being relayed ASAP—as soon as possible—before he was done speaking.

The tech looked up at the ops captain. “What d’you guesstimate, sir? Y’figure it’s those—”

“Let’s hope not,” the captain cut him off.

*   *   *

Space Station Liberty was like a colossal version of a child’s rattle, hanging endlessly at Trojan Lagrange Point Five. It was humanity’s sole link with the SDF-3 expeditionary force that had set out either to negotiate an end to hostilities or beat the Robotech Masters into submission.

Messages had been few and far between, and some thought them bogus, but hope still thrived. Or at least it had until the Robotech Masters came.

A command center tech covered his mike and called to an operations officer, “Sir, I have a large unidentified paint.”

But Major General Emerson, Chief of Staff, Ministry of Terrestrial Defense, was in the command center by then, and came to bend near the tech and the all-important screen. The ops officer, a captain, knew when it was politic to take a back seat to a flag rank officer. Which was almost always.

Besides, this was Rolf Emerson, hero of a dozen pivotal battles in the Global Civil War and the disorders that followed the Robotech War. For all of that, he was softspoken and correct to the lowest-ranking subordinate. The word was that he would have been supreme commander—would have been a UEG senator for that matter—long since, except that he hated political games. In the final analysis he was a GI, albeit a brilliant one; the men and women under his command respected him for it and the politicians and supreme staff officers resented him, determining that he would never get another star.

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

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

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

“Fast, too,” an intelligence major observed; she grabbed up a handset and began punching in codes that accessed her own chain of command.

“Sir, d’you think this has to do with the shootout out by Moon Base?” the captain asked.

“Still too early to tell,” Emerson grated. The captain shut up.

The tech reported, reading his instruments. “According to computers, the UFO is a powered vehicle and it’s on an Earth-approach vector, estimated time of entry in Earth atmosphere one hundred twenty-three minutes, forty seconds… mark. Visual contact in approximately three minutes.”

“Give me a look at this thing,” Emerson said in a low, even voice that people around him had come to recognize as one that brooked no failure. People jumped, babbled computer languages, typed at touchpads, made order out of chaos. Not one of them would have changed places with Emerson. The atmosphere in the command center had officers and enlisted ratings loosening their tunic collars, coming to grips with the fact that the Main Event might just be coming up during their watch.

“We need to see what they look like,” Emerson said to a senior signals NCO who was standing near. She was his imagery interpretation specialist, and she went to work at once, coordinating sensors and imagery-interpretation computers.

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

Colonel Green, one of Emerson’s most trusted subordinates, barked, “Corporal Johnson, talk to me! Haven’t you got anything yet?”

Johnson had gotten used to the brass screaming at him for answers; he had become imperturbable. He had gone from being a weird technofreak highschooler through a basic training that still gave him nightmares to a slot as one of the few people who truly understood how Liberty’s equipment worked.

So Colonel Green didn’t rattle Johnson; he had had to introduce any number of brass hats to the stark facts of reality. The instruments would show what they would show, or not, and there were only limited things Humans could do about it. The first thing you had to teach officers was yelling louder rarely helped.

“One moment, sir.” The female imagery interpretation NCO came over to watch.

Johnson worked at his console furiously, more a magician than a technician, and was rewarded with a raw, distorted image. The officers looking over his shoulder would never appreciate how much finesse that had taken, but the senior sergeant did.

Then it was gone again. Johnson punched up the recording of the intercept and put it up on the huge main screen. “Sir, I had a visual but I lost it. Countermeasures maybe; I dunno. Playback on screen alpha.”

Something was out there all right, something enormous and blockish and headed for Earth, something with more mass than anything Humans had ever put in the sky. Something whose power levels made all the indicators jump off the scales, and made all the watching Southern Cross higher-ups clench jaw muscles.

“Wish we could see that thing better,” Colonel Green muttered. Whatever Johnson had picked up, it was artificial and fastmoving; the zaggies in the sensor image kept it from telling them much more.

And it’s coming right our way, Emerson contemplated.
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The importance and power of the Global Military Police—the GMP—was directly attributable to the near-feudal nature of Earthly society at that time. The GMP constituted the only truly worldwide law-enforcement organization, and was a check and balance on those who had at their disposal the tremendous power of Robotechnology. As a result, the GMP was an organization with its own war machinery, combat forces, and intelligence network.

A career in the GMP was a possible road to swift personal advancement, but the recruit had to say farewell to all outside friendships; such things could no longer exist for him or her.

S. J. Fischer, Legion of Light: A History of the Army of the Southern Cross



[image: image]WHAT COULD THAT THING BE?” COLONEL GREEN BURST OUT. Emerson was already way ahead of him, wondering what the hell might lie in the lee of the moon.

“Accelerating,” Johnson said. A fine sweat had appeared on his brow. The display symbol for the intruder was marking its progress with integrals coming much more quickly. It was coming at Earth fast; it was nearly upon Liberty.

Just then there was a tremendous surge through all the sensor/ commo apparatus, after which many indicators went dead.

“Playing for keeps,” Green observed.

An op near Johnson turned to yell, “Sir, we’ve lost commo with Liberty: voice, visual, everything on the spectrum.”

“Patch in whatever you have to, but keep that bogie in sight,” Rolf said in measured tones. He turned to Lieutenant Colonel Rochelle, his adjutant. “Get everything you’ve got on red alert. Get all the ready-reactions set for possible XT warfare. Prime the Hovertanks especially, and the VTs. Gimme everything, right? Everything!”

Oh, Dana, Bowie! God keep you…

He swung to the intel major, whom he knew to be an internal security fink. “Use whatever code you have to, Jackie, and get me a UEG telequorum, right now.” She looked away from his gaze at once, unable to meet it. Then she licked her lips, resettled her glasses, picked up a handset. She cradled the phone to her, turning her back to the others there in the command center, and punched out a code.

Green came up behind Emerson to whisper harshly, “If they’re the Masters, d’you really think we stand any chance against them?”

“Don’t sweat it, Colonel.”

“But sir, we don’t even know who they are or what they can do to—”

Rolf Emerson whirled on him angrily, then suddenly quieted. He rapped the knuckle of one forefinger against Green’s ribbons, decorations from another war and another time. Emerson wore just about as many; they were two graying men listening to alarms, knowing it was the death knell of the everlasting peace they had fought and hoped for.

“This planet’s ours, Ted.”

“But, General, isn’t there—”

“Earth is ours! Maybe it is the Masters, but who cares? This planet is ours! Now go saddle up everything we’ve got groundside, and draw up a rapid deployment op-plan, ’cause we’re gonna need one real bad.”

*   *   *

Ten days went by, and Dana figured she had miscalculated her worth. Or else, possibly, was there to be no war? In any case, she moldered in solitary confinement, against all expectation.

Hard rations of protein cracker and water scarcely affected her; things had been worse, much worse, on any number of training maneuvers; stockade was a cakewalk.

Mostly, she caught up on sleep, and worried about what was happening to the 15th, and stared out the window from her bunk. In her dreams there was a strange procession of images, and twice the haunting cry of the phoenix.

*   *   *

The door view slit slid back; Dana recognized the eyes she saw there, and the limp blond hair around the face. Colonel Alan Fredericks said in a voice muffled by the door, “Accommodations to your liking, Ms. Sterling?”

Dana curled a lip at him. “Sure, it’s home sweet home, sir.”

Fredericks said, “I’m glad you’ve held up so well for ten days. Anything to say for yourself?”

Dana indicated her smudged face and rank, filthy uniform. “A hot bath and a change of clothes would feel nice. And maybe a manicure and a facial.”

Fredericks allowed himself a thin smile. “No, no—we don’t want you to be distracted from contemplation of your crimes, do we now?”

Dana sprang to her feet, holding her hands out to him imploringly. “Please let me return to my squad! Sir, we might be at war anytime now; I’ve got to be with the Fifteenth!”

“Stop your whining!” Fredericks roared at her. “If it were up to me, you would have been drummed out of the Army of the Southern Cross!”

He sniggered. “Little Dana, daughter of the great heroes, Max and Miriya Sterling! It seems blood doesn’t always tell, does it?”

Actually, Fredericks was of the opinion that breeding did tell, and was glad that this halfbreed had proved it. But he dared not say such a thing with guards nearby as witnesses.

Dana fell to her knees, nearly in tears, facing the cold eyes in the door view slit. “Sir, I’m begging you: give me a chance to square things, to prove myself. I’ll never disgrace my family name or break a reg again. I swear it—”

“Stop sniveling!” Fredericks shouted.

The truth was, there was pressure on him from higher up to release Dana. Some of it came from her regimental commander, who needed her, and some from the Judge Advocate General’s office; the JAG thought ten days was more than enough. General Emerson had said a few words on her behalf in the right ears, too.

But there was yet another source of pressure, one that Fredericks hadn’t quite been able to track down. Evidence pointed toward its coming through civilian channels—from very high up indeed in the scientific and research power structure. One name he heard had him surprised and cautious: Dr. Lazlo Zand.

Zand had been the disciple of Dr. Lang, the high priest of Robotechnology. When Lang went off with Rick Hunter, Dana’s parents, and the rest in the SDF-3, Zand remained behind. Now Zand’s activities and whereabouts were so shrouded in mystery as to defy even Frederick’s efforts at investigation.

“Since you’re so repentant, perhaps I will see what I can do,” Fredericks told Dana coldly. The view slit slid shut.

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

*   *   *

It was less than an hour later when the door of her cell rolled open. Dana stepped into the corridor to find Colonel Fredericks giving her his best basilisk glare. He held a leather swagger stick that resembled a riding crop, of all things. Standing on the opposite side of the doorway was Nova Satori.

Someone else was approaching, being escorted by two rifle-toting guards. Fredericks had arranged the chance meeting to see what would happen.

“Hey, Dana!”

She whirled, and a sunny smile shone on her face. “Sean! What’re you doing in solitary? No, don’t tell me; you, ah, made a pass at a general’s wife?”

Sean Phillips, erstwhile CO of the 15th, gave her one of his famous roguish grins. He was even more famous as a Don Juan than as a fighter, a tall, athletic twenty-three-year-old with a boyish haircut and long brown locks framing his face.

Sean gave her a wink. “Naw. They decided I needed a little privacy, I guess; you know how it is when you’re a celebrity. Besides, they’re springing me tomorrow.”

Nova caught a subtle signal from Fredericks, and barked, “Shut up and keep moving, Phillips!” The look on her face let everyone know that she was immune to his charms; she had put Sean in his place the moment he tried his Romeo routine on her. And the second time and the third.

Sean was shoved into the cell Dana had just vacated, and the door rolled shut. Nova told Dana, “Just screw up one more time, Lieutenant, and you won’t even know what hit you.”

Dana choked back the retort that came to her lips. “Yes, ma’am.” She saluted the two MP officers, did a right face, and moved out.

“I don’t trust either of them, Nova,” Fredericks said quietly, slapping his palm with the swagger stick. “Keep me updated on her activities, and on Phillips’s, too, once he’s freed.”

“Will do, sir.”

*   *   *

Dana’s release came just as the UEG made public the news of the aliens’ appearance. It was a brief, tersely worded statement ending with the fact that the ship had taken up a geostationary orbit some twenty-three thousand miles out in space.

Of course, the entire Southern Cross Army was going to red alert; that was why she had been released. Dana soon found herself in a jeep with Nova Satori and two guards, being hustled back to the 15th. Her regimental commander wanted every Hovertank manned; there was some word that Sean might get an early release, too.

*   *   *

At a Southern Cross base, the silo blast doors were open and the Earth’s most powerful missiles were primed. Captain Komodo, battalion commander, surveyed his instrumentation. He was a broad, powerful-looking man of Nisei descent, with a chestful of medals.

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

Komodo frowned. “It’s obvious they’re the same ones who attacked Moon Base. But now we’re ready for them.” Komodo had lost a brother in that raid; he hungered for revenge.

He spun to face a commo operator. “I told you to keep me informed! Well?”

The op shrugged helplessly. “No further orders, sir; we’re still instructed to stand by.”

“Fools!” muttered Komodo. “We have to strike now!” He reached down to flip up the red safety shields and expose a row of firing switches. Then Captain Komodo looked angrily into the sky, waiting.

At Southern Cross Command Headquarters, Emerson was in the eye of the storm.

“Sir, the alien’s moving into a lower orbit,” a tech reported. “General, why are we waiting?” Green demanded. “With all due respect, sir, you must give the order to attack. Immediately!”

Emerson shook his head slowly, watching the displays. “It is imperative that we find out who they are and why they’re here. We cannot fire first.”

Green gritted his teeth. His hope that Supreme Commander Leonard or some other top brass would overrule Emerson had not come to pass. “But they killed our people, sir!”

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

Green swallowed his angry retort. He was old enough to remember the Zentraedis’ first appearance and their disastrous onslaught.

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

*   *   *

At the missile base the commo op looked to Captain Komodo. “Sir, the enemy spacecraft is descending from orbit—thirteen thousand miles and descending rapidly.”

Komodo stood with teeth clenched, jaw muscles jumping. “Are you sure your equipment’s working, Sparks? That there’s been no command to open fire?”

“Affirmative, sir.”

Komodo’s fists shook. If those cowards at headquarters would just work up the guts to give me the green light, I’d blow those aliens out of the sky!

*   *   *

With the Earth an ocean-blue and cloud-white gem beneath it, the Robotech Masters’ ship suddenly launched three sand-red objects shaped like pint whiskey bottles. Their thrusters howled, and they dove for the planet below.

*   *   *

“Captain, landing craft of some kind have left the mother ship and begun entry maneuvers.”

Komodo looked over the fire-control tech’s shoulder. “Got ’em on radar yet?”

“That’s affirm, sir.”

Komodo clapped a hand to the man’s shoulder. “Good! I want A and B batteries to take out the mother ship first; it won’t be launching any more sneak attacks. Charlie and Delta batts will target the attack craft.”

The tech was looking at him wide-eyed. “What’s wrong? I gave you a fire-mission!” Komodo shouted.

“But sir! HQ gave specific orders that—”

Komodo caught the hapless youngster up by his torso harness and flung him aside. “You idiot! You want to wait until they blow the whole planet away?” His fingers flew over the control console; in moments the ground trembled.

The huge, gleaming pylons—Skylord missiles—rose up in fountains of flame and smoke, shaking the base and the surrounding countryside.

The Robotech Masters proved themselves not to be infallible or invincible; though they vaporized two Skylords with charged particle beams, the other two got through, making brilliant flashes against the huge mother ship.

On Earth, Emerson and the others in the command center looked at their screens in astonishment. “Confirmed Southern Cross missile launch, sir,” someone said. “Heavy damage thought to have been suffered by the enemy ship; sensors indicate they’re floating dead in space.”

Emerson turned on his subordinates with white-hot anger. “Who launched those birds?” There was confusion among them and, Emerson knew, no time to waste placing blame.

Now we’re committed. “Open fire! Hit ’em with everything we can throw. Inform Supreme Commander Leonard and tell Civil Defense to get on the stick!”

*   *   *

“War,” said Commander Fredericks, savoring the word and the idea. “Just my luck to be stuck here guarding a bunch of underaged eight-balls.”

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

“Still, little Dana should see some action,” Fredericks frowned, slapping his desktop with his swagger stick. “Probably do her good, too.”

He rose from his chair. “Well, let’s see what we can do to guarantee that, eh?”

*   *   *

The Skylords were all away; Captain Komodo stared in fury as the screens showed him how, one after another, they were blown to harmless mist by the energy weapons of the descending enemy. Not surprisingly, the alien assault craft were homing in on the source of the missiles that had damaged their mother ship.

“Fire!” Komodo bellowed, and rack after rack of APC-mounted Swordfish missiles boiled away into the air, leaving corkscrewing white trails. Tremendously powerful pulsed beams from the assault ships blasted them out of the sky in twos and threes, while the aliens closed in on the base.

Komodo gulped and watched the bottle-shaped vessels come into visual range. He looked around him for a rifle or a rocket launcher; he had no intention of running and he had no intention of going down without a fight.

High above, access ports opened and enemy mecha swarmed out. Led by a red Bioroid like a crimson vision of death, the Masters’ warriors dove their Hovercraft and sought targets, firing and firing.
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