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Chapter One

Standing tdler than athirty-six-story building and weighing six million, seven hundred thousand pounds, in
the year 1969 the Saturn V. moon rocket was the biggest man-made object ever sent into space.
Representing the epitome of human research, it was atechnological marvel that awed even those whose
dedication and long, hard labor had come together to make it aredlity.

No one on Earth suspected that there were forces at work throughout the galaxy, good aswell asevil, to
whom the massive rocket was nothing more than an oversized firecracker.

Though not thefirst Saturn V to be launched from Kennedy Space Center, Apollo 11 was specid. The
three astronauts waiting patiently in the capsule atop what was, after dl, little more than agigantic but
hopefully domesticated flying bomb had trained long and hard for the coming mission, but they were il
human. They were not machines, and they were certainly not robots. All three of them had families and
livesthey fully intended to return to. No one doubted the success of the forthcoming venture, but that did
not mean they had no qualms. Thetons of explosive fuel waiting to beignited just aft of their backsides
were enough to induce second thoughtsin even the most highly trained individud.

Too late for any kind of thoughts now except those essentid to carrying out the launch. Switcheswere
thrown, readouts checked and rechecked, the primitive computational devices of the late 1960s engaged.
Over the craft'sinterna speakers the three waiting astronauts could hear the composed voice of Misson
Control.

"T minusthirty seconds and counting.”" Simplewords for some of the most complex coordinated activities
humankind had ever attempted. The men on board responded as they had been trained to do.

"Adgtronauts report al systems check out,” the controller announced. " T minus twenty-five seconds and
counting.”
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While the men onboard devoted their full attention to their respective instruments, they still managed to
find timefor persona thoughts. Uppermost among these was the certain knowledge that if the launch
failed and the rocket blew, they would likely never know what had happened to them.

"T minus fifteen seconds. Guidance going to internd.” The briefest, most Sgnificant of pauses, then,
"Twelve, deven, ten, ning, ignition sequence sart, six, five, four, three, two, one, zero. We haveignition
of the Saturn Five, we haveignition.”

The kind of rumble one experiences only benegth the center of a supercell thunderstorm erupted from the
base of the rocket. It was asif half a dozen tornadoes had been recorded spinning around acommon
axis. Those observers not stationed at a distance and not wearing suitable protection hastened to cover
their ears.

"All enginesrunning.”

Sowly, with aponderous grace that was at once awonder and an impossibility to behold, the entire
enormous cylindrica shape began to move. Rising from the launching pad, dowly picking up speed and
trailing streamers of white, the Saturn moon rocket climbed skyward with an agonizing steadiness that
was atribute to the thousands of individuas who had worked to makeit aredity.

"Liftoff!" The controller was not quite able to contain himsdf. "We have aliftoff! Thirty-two minutes past
the hour, we have liftoff of Apollo Eleven." Redizing that he had not been cleared to express persona
enthusiasm, the controller restrained himsdlf. " The tower has been cleared.”

Outsde, man-made thunder sent wading birdsin the nearby shalowsfleeing in dl directions. Bemused
aligators ducked underwater while swamp rodents of various species scrambled franticaly for cover.
Within Mission Control, anew voice and anew controller took over.

"Okay, we've goneto roll program.”

Still athird voice added with becoming cam, "Neil Armstrong reporting that we are in the roll-and-pitch
program. Apollo Eleven isnow on aproper heading, destination the moon."

Same year, same day, same time. While the attention of the world was focused on a spit of low, sandy
land on the east coast of humid FHorida, something remarkably smilar was taking place nearly hdf a
hemisphere away. Far, far to the north of the Saturn V launching pad. So far to the north that it was
ignored. No one paid any attention to such places. They were the habitat of polar bears and sedls,
narwhals and arctic hares, howling gaes and blinding blizzards.

Located in the high Arctic on an idand so rugged and isolated and difficult to reach that it was shunned
even by itinerant Inuit hunters, something extraordinary wastaking place. At first glanceit involved abase
and alaunching dte that would immediately have reminded agtartled visitor of the historic event currently
unfolding far to the south in Horida. Closer ingpection coupled with alittle knowledge of rockets and
agtronautics, however, would have indicated that the magjor componentsinvolved were very different
indeed from those |ocated on the Atlantic shore. They looked like nothing that had ever been premiered
in magazines such as Aviation Week or ky & Telescope or even Analog.

Some of them, in fact, looked downright aien.

The ship currently standing on the single camouflaged launching pad resembled the hulking Saturn V
moon rocket about as much as a child's balsawood glider resembled ajet fighter. It was deek and
winged and boasted only asingle stage instead of the Saturn's three. Assorted decidedly unaerodynamic



bulges and accoutrements protruding from its sdes hinted at atechnology that was tens, perhaps
hundreds of yearsin advance of the best that the Florida facility could send skyward. Even the monitoring
equipment within the single low, snow-covered structure that served as local Mission Control wasfar in
advance of anything in use at Kennedy.

I dentification of any kind was noticeably absent both within the heated confines of the control station and
on the shipitsalf. Anyone standing outside in the frigid, snow-whipped arctic air might have seen aname
on the Sde of the slently waiting ship: GHOST 1. A concise designation whose full meaning anyone not
intimately involved with the highly secret project would have been unable to grasp.

Therewasasmall sgn, dmogt an afterthought, on the main entrance to Mission Contral.

ALPHA BASE SECTOR SEVEN

Not very informative, that Sgnage. Deliberately so. Not that any unauthorized pedestrians were likely to
wander in off the frozen Arctic Ocean and inquire asto its meaning. At least one element of the
forthcoming furtive launch would have been familiar, however. Already decades old, thetraditiona
countdown could not be improved upon.

"T minusthirty seconds and counting. SS Ghost reportsal systems good to go." Fighting the chill wind,
outdoor observers made last-minute checks of their instruments.

"T minus twenty-five seconds. T minus fifteen seconds. Guidance systlems online. Drive system initiation
five, four, three, two, one, zero."

The sound that emerged from the stern of the strange ship was silkier than that produced by the
liquid-oxygen-based propdlant that powered the Saturn V. This ship was propelled by an entirely
different combination of reactants. It showed not only in the different pitch of the engines but dso in the
fact that there was|essfire and smoke. Something radicaly new waslifting this ship aoft. Something
special, secret, and derived from sources outside of and unknown to NASA's exclusive group of
scientists and engineers.

"Propulson system isago. We haveliftoff." Even the controller's voice differed markedly from that of his
counterpart at Kennedy. It was asif hewas not only an engineer but something more aswell. A member
of abranch of government whose interests included specidties and endeavors beyond the exploration of
Space.

"Ghost One isoff,” the man declared coally. "Thirty-two minutes, sixteen seconds past the hour, we have
liftoff of Ghost One.” A moment later he added, "The tower is cleared.”

From the remarkable, rapidly accelerating craft amale voice responded, "Roll program engaged.”

Within the tightly sealed Structure, so very different from misson control in FHorida, atechnician seated a
his monitor declared, "Captain Walker isreporting that Ghost isinto the roll-and-pitch program.”

Watching his own screen, the tech next to him murmured softly, "If al preparatory caculations prove out,
that should put Ghost One on a heading and departure well away from Apollo Eleven.”

Standing between them, an older man let his attention wander from one monitor to the next. Hewas
nodding to himself as he spoke. "So far, so good. While theworld istransfixed by Apollo, our ship will
dip away unnoticed.” He smiled. "Like aghost through the atmosphere. Every telescope on Earth will be



watching the moon rocket." Straightening, he called across to another technician. "Inform headquarters
the baby bird that hatched last year hasfinaly spread itswings. Send the relevant details
maximum-encrypted.”

There was alot more room on the advanced prototype caled Ghost than on the Apollo. Smothered in
their launch seets, the three astronauits presently bound for the moon would have been astonished at the
other vessdl's comparatively spaciousinterior. Blasting through the atmosphere, the clandestine craft | eft
behind the familiar bounds of Earth asit soared spaceward.

Every possible precaution notwithstanding, apair of amateur astronomers did take notice of the launch.
One was located near Kiruna, Sweden, and the other just outside Moose Jaw, Canada. Thefirst was
convinced he was drunk and disregarded what he saw through his telescope. The second received avist
from several members of abranch of the Royd Canadian Mounted Police that by all accounts did not
actudly exist. Therewastalk of meteors. There was mention of avist to acertain mentd ingtitution.
Something was said to both sky-watchers about confiscation of equipment in the name of nationd
Security.

Nothing further was heard from either man, ever.

Ghost's unique propulsion system shut down asit glided toward the stars. The craft was now free of
much of Earth's gravity. On board, Sghs of relief from the crew mixed with awved exclamations asthe
view out the forward port steadied.

So that was what the homeworld looked like from space, each of them mused silently and separately.
Blue and white and beautiful. And small, oh so small.

Sam Waker would enjoy the view later. As mission commander histime for sightseeing, such asit was,
lay well in the future. Hisfree time being inversaly proportiona to his responsbilities, he would be lucky
to have amoment or two entirely to himsalf and that moment was not now. Leaning forward dightly, he
directed his voice toward the nearest pickup.

"SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One. Temporary orbit achieved, and we're positioning for the first solar
directiond burn. All sysemsare green.”

Though he knew he sounded calm and confident, that was nothing more than his professond self
operating on ingtinct. The truth was that he had never been so tensein hislife. Part of it came from the
drain attendant on managing asuccesstul liftoff. A lot was due to the knowledge that the grand journey
he and his crew had embarked upon could wind up becoming a suicide mission, though not planned
officidly as such. Part test, part reconnaissance, Ghost 1's mission wasto first determineif the ship was
truly spaceworthy and then explore the solar system for any signs of beings smilar to the Ice Man. Sector
Seven wanted to know if an attack might be staging on the far sde of Jupiter. Using the advanced
technology of Ghost 1, they should be able to complete the mission and return to earth within Ssx months.
Though the odds were largely against completing a successful round trip, Walker had believed from the
first time he had been exposed to the applicable caculations that the ship could complete itstargeted
journey and till make it safely back.

Privately, he had madeit his primary misson to get his crew home. That was not what hetold his
superiors, of course. Experience had taught him that not only was it unnecessary to commit his persona
intentions to paper, often it was best not to even mention them to anyone ese. Yes, he had his official
orders. Their mission wasto get out to the edge of the solar system before attempting to return home.
Andyes, he had hisown priorities. If all went optimaly, he would be ableto fulfill both. So far, so good,



hetold himsdlf.

Besides, there were precedentsfor thiskind of mission. Columbus, for example. Tell the queen and king
onething and when they're no longer looking over your shoulder, shift your responghility to your crew.

Rotating his seet, he scrutinized the carefully picked team. Like him, every one of them was avolunteer.
Like him, they had read and signed the pertinent waivers. Each of them knew the deal, knew what they
were getting into (as much as anyone could know). All were aware of the risks the mission entailed.
Thrown together in haste and compelled to work and study overtime, they had melded into an efficient
team during the smulations. If getting back to Earth was along shot, well, so wasjust getting successfully
off the planet. And they had done that. He thought of Columbus again. That was another long shot that
had panned out.

Despite making no attempt to conceal therisks, there had been no shortage of gpplicants. Life was short,
and the number of highly trained specidigts ready to give up TV and movies, dull food and duller
conversation, for a chance to push the boundaries of human knowledge was extensive. Asthefirst oneto
be officially assigned to the project, Waker was not surprised. He was one of them.

The voice of Mission Control was dready starting to show signs of breaking up. Static crackled asthose
on the ground manipulated their instrumentation in order to maintain contact. " Sounds good, Ghost One.
Everything looks fine from here, too. Stand by."

The smooth voice that spoke up softly behind Walker was full of jaunty resignation. ™Y ou do know
therésagood chance were dl going to die out here, right?”’

Walker turned around and narrowed his gaze as he glared at Craig Clarkson. "Do you mind?' he
snapped. "Y ou prepared for thisjust like the rest of us. It'salittle late for second thoughts, and if now
you're feding amorbid turn of mind, do the rest of usafavor and keep it to yourself." He paused briefly
for emphasis. "Y ou can fed however you like aslong as you do your job. Just keep it between your
ears”

The systems engineer looked properly abashed. "I'm sorry, Captain.” Clarkson mustered awan smile.
"Guess I'm more nervous than | thought 1'd be. Y ou think about how you're going to react, you talk to
the psych boys about it, but there's really no way to prepare. Not for something nobody's done before or
might ever do again. Being firgt isonething. Getting yoursdlf ready to bethe last is something se."”
Looking past Walker, he stared out at the nothingness that made up the view out the foreport. "Making it
back it's al theoretical. Not likeApollo, where the paradigms are known. Thistrip isbased on abunch
of advanced math and new physicsthat hold up okay on paper but might not do so in redlity."”

"That'swhat we're here to find out." Walker did his best to project confidence. "Once again everyone
was gpprised of the risks before they signed on for thismission. As systems engineer you ought to be
more familiar with them than any of us." He mustered agmile. "It'sal going to work, just like the theorists
laid it out before they started design on the Ghost. It's going to work and we're going to make it back.”

"l am delighted to hear that you think so." Clarkson paused. "No spacecraft has ever been tested under
the kinds of conditions that we're going to be subjected to on thismission. Theré's no way to smulate
them. A wind tunnel is onething, interplanetary space another. I'll do my best to keep my opinionsto
mysdf, but forgive meif I'm alittle kepticd.”

Walker looked past him, peering around the cabin and meeting the expectant stares of every member of
the crew. The only one who ignored him was the second-in-command, Jacob Thompson. A damn fine
pilot, as the Academy would say. At the moment he was concentrating on his station's readouts and
gauges. Thompson was quite content to let Walker talk while he monitored the ship.



Farther back, Michadl Avery wasin figurativeif not literal heaven. The misson's chief science officer,
Avery had recorded enough new information between the time of liftoff and now to keep him busy for
years and they were just starting out. He'd been part of the team that had devel oped theinitiad Ghost 1
project. Hewas al scientist, to the point that he wouldn't careif they failed to make it home so long ashe
had enough time to transmit the knowledge he had acquired in the course of the journey. If the science
survived, he considered himself expendable.

And of course, there was Maria Gonzalez.

In addition to handling communications and having to fend off the by-now-tiresome referencesto her as
"Uhura" shewas responsiblefor chronicling everything that happened on the journey and making sure
the information was successfully transmitted back to Mission Control. She was efficient and good
company. As commander, Walker prized the latter attribute as much asthe former.

They were agood mix, he told himsdlf. Each exceptionally competent in their chosen field. Maybe not
perfect, perhaps not the very best, but given the congtraints and requirements of the most unusual mission
in the history of the covert Sector Seven space program, certainly the best to have made themselves
avaladle.

Once he was sure he had everyone's attention, including Thompson's, Waker |eaned forward and
dropped his folded hands between his spread legs, adopting asinforma a pose as he could manage in the
absence of gravity.

"Wdl, weve madeit thisfar." Relieved laughter and the isolated edgy glance greeted his observation.
"Not too bad for agroundbreaking mission.”

"Atmosphere bresking,” put in Avery, essaying aweak attempt at ajoke.

Walker appreciated it, even if nobody laughed. "Weve each of us spent years preparing for this. | don't
need to reiterate that if were going to get through this mission successfully, weve got to rely on one
another. Everyone assists everyone e se. There are no polymaths on this ship, but each of you has at least
some experience in more than one area of expertise. Or to put it in nontechnica but entirely relevant
terms, everybody watches everybody ese's back. There's no turning around now." Though it was hardly
necessary to do so, he paused amoment to let that sink in.

"Thisship will perform. It will perform not only because those who designed and built it intended for it to
do so, but because thisis the best possible crew to make it work. It will perform if we have to get out
and push. | just want you to know, each and every one of you, that you have my solemn promise: no
matter what happens, no matter what unexpected challenges and difficulties we may encounter, no matter
what theinstruments say, | will find away to get al of us safely home again.”

Except for the soft humming of equipment, it was dead silent in the cabin. Someone might haveled a
cheer, except there was no time. Mission Control was on the horn again and would not be denied.

"Ghost One, thisis SSAB Command. Were dl set down here and ready to track you on thefirst solar
burn. Running find systems check."

Walker ignored the call. "If anyoneis consumed by doubts, now's the time to dump 'em.” He did not
look in Clarkson's direction. "We're privileged to be on the most advanced, the most complex, and the
most safety-redundant spacecraft mankind has yet built. It can do amazing things. Things | wouldn't have
dreamed were possibleif | weren't adirect part of the project. We're going to complete our mission and
then we're going to go home. Isthat clear?!



Thistime the voice from the ground did not interrupt. Everyone chorused their agreement abeit some
more energeticaly than others. It was enough.

"Good." Swiveling his seat, Walker turned back to the main console. "Now let's do this, and go where no
man has gone before.”

"Or woman," Mariaadded definitively.

Walker smiled to himsdf. He had deliberately |eft her the opening and, sure enough, she had jumped on
it. Highly trained technicians were more predictable than most.

"SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One. All systems are green, we are ago for first burn on my mark." He
glanced at Jake, who nodded.

"Mark in five, four, three, two, one mark!"

Careful not to let anyone see him, Walker let out the tiniest possible sigh of rdlief when the engines
successtully fired anew. Everyone was pushed back into their seats. Maybe one day, he thought, there
would come atime when onboard computers were advanced enough to alow acrew to relax entirely.
But that time was not yet, and Thompson kept afirm grip on the controls. While thiswas not the time for
making manua course corrections, there was no harm in being prepared to do so should the need

present itself. Besides, Thompson was apilot, and pilots didiked handing over the flying of their craft to a
machine. Probably dwayswould, Waker mused. Anyway, if the burn set them dightly off courseit
should be easy enough to correct. Headed outward from Earth, their first target would be hard to miss.

With its unprecedented enginesfiring smoothly and in concert, Ghost 1 headed straight toward the sun.

Congtruction of the Sector Seven High Arctic Base had demanded the utilization of Americasfinest
cold-wegther engineers, the implementing of new technology, and aton of money funnded through
various congressiond "black” appropriations. The base was not yet finished and might never be. It had
been awork in progress ever since the discovery of the dien frozen intheice. The bulk of itsfacilities
were underground everything from fuel storage tanksto food prep areas. Those facilities that by their
nature and purpose could not be buried had been carefully designed so that the visible portion of the
complex resembled atypica Arctic research station. The launching pad with its attendant parapherndia
was located on the most inaccessible part of the idand, concealed from casua sight on three sdes by
high, steep-sded mountains.

An astute observer ssumbling on the complex might, if he or she were particularly perceptive, note that
for aresearch facility there was a substantial military presence. Much more than might be needed, say, to
safeguard any new information recently obtained on the reproductive habits of the arctic hare, or on the
migration patterns of theright whale,

Intricate and large as it was, the launch complex had also been designed to be, if not truly portable, at
least capable of being rapidly erected and disassembled. It was the latter process that was under way at
the moment. Swarms of technicians operating Big Machines were disassembling the tower,
communications, fueling facilities, and much more. Even the blast pad was swiftly and efficiently
camouflaged so that from the air it would look like nothing more than alandlocked chunk of ice. Huge
sections of gantry, lengths of conduit, prefabricated chunks of support structure were taken apart like the
components of agiant Erector set and trundled underground or packed negtly into cavernous waiting
bunkers. Those engaged in the difficult, dangerous, and well-rehearsed task feared accident more than
thewind or cold.



Though he, too, was presently functioning below-ground, Colond Thomas Kinnear was gazing out
through awide, triple-paned window. Beyond, teams of technicians scurried about like termitesin the
vast subterranean chamber asthey prepared to move the Ice Man a so known among those charged
with protecting and preserving it as "that damned dien mongtrosity.” Over Kinnear's vociferous
objections the government had determined to relocate the [ce Man and the bulk of the team assigned to
Sudying him to anew facility in the lower forty-eight.

"A mgor mistake," Kinnear had inssted when the possibility of the move was being debated. "We're
damn near invisible up here. What with the day-to-day wesather, the sormsthat blow in without warning,
and the isolation, no one comes anywhere near us. Never mind Inuit. Probing reporters prefer big hotels
with warm bars. The same thing goes for curious repsworking for other governments. Aside from being
ableto more easlly maintain secrecy and security, there are scientific issuesthat | don't think have been
fully addressed. For example, we don't know what moving the Ilce Man might do. He might be affected
by the mere process of movement. What happens if something goes wrong and he thaws out?"

Given his status within the project Kinnear's concerns had been taken serioudy, examined in detail and
promptly dismissed. Too many anxious (overanxious, Kinnear felt) researchers had wanted to speed up
their progress on reverse-engineering the alien. That deliberate process had aready led to anumber of
important breakthroughsin at least three fields. The Ghost 1 was only the most prominent and dramatic
consequence of that work. Too many scientists and their political patrons believed that the only way to
accel erate the progress they were making was to relocate the Ice Man to a place where research could
be carried out without the need to shuttle scientists back and forth to one of the most remote regions of
the Arctic.

They were dso anxious to observe him in the same facility and with the same instruments that were being
used to study a certain peculiar otherworldly Cube that bore markings smilar to those that had been
found on the frozen bipeda entity.

"Then bring the damn Cubeto our Arctic facility!" Kinnear had bellowed at the panel that was charged
with discussing the move. "It'safar safer and more secure location, and the Cube would be alot easier
to shift than the lce Man."

"Not necessarily," he had been told without explanation. The members of the pand had been adamant.
"The Cube can't be moved.” What was more infuriating than anything else was that despite hishigh
Security clearance, nobody would tell him why.

Tom Kinnear had been in the military al hisadult life. That had not prevented him from questioning
orders he did not understand or believed were unsupported by evidence and logic. When he had been
approached about heading up a secret government project doing extremely classified work the likes of
which he had never heard of, he had jumped at the opportunity. Most of the time he was proud of what
took place under his command. The operation in the Arctic operated on the cutting edge of military and
scientific technology. Boundaries were probed and exceeded every day. The recent successful launch of
Ghost 1 had been ahigh point, the culmination of years of hard work and experimentation.

Today, however, left alot to be desired. If the higher-upsin charge of the project valued his opinion so
highly, then why had they chosen to ignoreit thistime? He did his best to set hisanger aside, even ashis
opinion had been set aside.

At least he couldn't fault the steps that had been taken to ensure that the Ice Man remained frozen for the
difficult, clandestine journey south. The specia container that had been built to hold him had been
designed to look from the outside like nothing more than an oversized shipping container. For the
duration of the journey it would be accompanied both within and without by techniciansfamiliar with the



artifact's unique requirements. In addition to standard refrigeration, continuoudy recycled liquid nitrogen
would be used to ensure that the body remained frozen. The scheme had been constructed with backups
for the backups.

Watching from the office as preparations continued, Kinnear prided himsalf on knowing not only the
names but also the backgrounds of every one of the officers and technicians assigned to the project. It
was an ability that would stand him in good stead should he ever follow through with alingering desireto
enter politics. Given his professond history, that was a possibility that would waysbe dim.

"What isyour background, Colonel Kinnear?'

"Can't tel you that, ar.”

"Well then, what was your specidty during your timein the military?*

"Can't tdl you that, maam.”

"Can you tdl the voters anything that you've accomplished over the past ten years?'

"Wall, | was hooked on cigarettes but I'm off them now."

No, much as he might wish to consider it, apublic life was one that was probably closed to him.

Not to everyone who had worked in Sector Seven, however. He found himsalf focusing on one of the
busy supervisors below: Lieutenant Jensen. Good man, fine soldier. Always upbest, dways ready with a
gmile. Knew not only his own assignment but usually those of everyone he was working with aswell.
Kinnear suddenly found himself frowning a nothing in particular. Always curious about others specidties,
Jensenwas. A dgn of exceptiond intelligence, or something else?

In the space of a couple of minutes he had gone from admiration of Jensen to thefirst stirrings of
suspicion. It was part of hisjob, of course. But it hinted at a paranoiathat stretched beyond the
professiond. That could happen to someone who spent too much time working for Sector Seven.
Kinnear was sharp enough to recognize the sgns, and he didn't much care for the way they made him
fed.

Hed aready made up his mind. If the powers that be weren't going to take his advice, then there was no
point in knocking himsalf out to provideit. As soon asthe |ce Man move was completed and that portion
of thehigh Arctic facility closed, he was going to apply for retirement. The government owed him a
healthy pension, and he was still young enough to enjoy every dollar of it.

Hehad it dl planned. Thinking about it had hel ped him through some difficult times at the base. Hewas
going to moveto the Virgin Idands. No more relentless cold and ice and wind. No more enigmatic
frozen, alien bodies. Buy afishing boat, run charters, sip rum, maybe even meet someone and get
married. When you couldn't tell anyone where you worked, what you worked on, or when the
government might cal you away to some far-off land with more consonants than vowelsin its name, you
didn't have much of an opportunity to develop asocid life. When he was younger, hed had one. He il
remembered what it was like, and he was|ooking forward to resuming where he had |eft off in his
twenties,

Onething that would ease his mind wasif the Russanswould quit snooping around. Asfar asthey were
concerned the Arctic was their personal backyard. Reports of flyovers by high-dtitude spy craft were
unconfirmed, but they recurred with anagging regularity. He couldn't do anything about such rumors. Just
as he couldn't do anything about the Soviet atomic-powered icebreaker that had "strayed” dangeroudy



closeto theidand where the station was located while engaged in purely "scientific” research.

Well, held be donewith it al soon enough. Thoughts of warm westher, cold beer, and fighting fish
pushed images of glowering, vodka-swilling Soviet agents out of his mind. They made him as gloomy as
the subject matter. Why not concentrate on something positive, like the launch? It had gone faultlessy,
even to the fortuitous presence of the intervening storm front that had masked events from any eyesthat
might have been turned north from the nearest communities. The socid aswell asthe physicd aspects of
the project were proceeding as planned. While the population of the planet was transfixed by the flight of
Apollo 11, Ghost 1 had taken off in the opposite direction entirely unobserved.

The severd monitors mounted in the console off to his right showed variouslocationsin Misson Control.
All was comparatively quiet. Thelast flurry of activity and anxiety had accompanied the ship'sfirst burn,
which had gone off as smoothly asthelaunch itsdlf. It wastime for exhausted technicians to lean back,
relax, and exchange notes and observations.

Staring into the hangar, he watched as dozens of technicians operating araft of machinery prepared to
shift the Ice Man. One day they'd know exactly what the artifact was, maybe even where it had come
from. One day. Perhaps this mission would help bring some enlightenment. Having spent so much timein
the company of the frozen dien, hewould like to sharein those eventud reveations.

But not at the expense, hetold himsdlf, of zipping over blue water in afast boat with the sun warming his
face and friends at his sde who had starsin their eyesinstead of on their shoulders.

"Captain, we're on fina gpproach for dingshot." Thompson spoke without |ooking up from the console.
"If you wish to abort, the determination needs to be made in the next couple of minutes.”

Walker looked around at the rest of hiscrew Clarkson, Gonzalez, Avery. Everyone was relaxed,
attentive at their respective stations, and waiting for hisresponse. Expectation flavored the air inside the
ship.

"All eements green, all indicators positive. Nobody hasto go to the bathroom?' He smiled, and was
rewarded inkind. "I'd say we're good to go.” Turning forward, he clicked TRANSMIT and addressed
the pickup. "SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One. We are gpproaching coordinates for dingshot and dll
sysemsarego.”

They were far enough out now for there to be a noticeable time-response delay. Static bedecked the
response but did not garbleit. " Ghost One, thisis SSAB Command. We copy. Everything looks good
from down here, too. Y ou are ago for dingshot. Following burn and concurrent with rotation we
anticipate acommunications blackout of approximately six standard hours. Good luck, and well talk to
you again on the other sde.”

"SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One," Walker repeated. "Thanks for the good words. Well talk to you
soon.” He turned to Thompson and nodded. "L et's seeif thisthing can make the kind of speed the math
boys have dlamed.”

Interndly, he was far more nervous than helet on. No human-built craft had ever come anywhere near
the velocitiesthe Ghost was about to attempt. Compared with what they were going to try during
dingshat, the Apollo spacecraft on itsway to the moon would appear to be standing till. He was less
worried about afailure of the unique propulsion system than he was about the fabric of the ship holding
together.

"And try not to mess up the angles," Clarkson was saying, "or we're al going to come out the other side
ascrigpy critters. If wecomeout at dl."



"Can wetoss him out aswe go by, Captain?' Thompson's attention never wandered from the contrals.

Waker chuckled. "Naw, Jake, well keep him for ballast. Besides, we wouldn't want to be without our
engineer, now, would we? What if something redlly critica like the food prep system wereto breek and
someone actualy had to do somework on thisthing?"

His comment broke any remaining ice. Ice, he mused. Hold that thought.
"True enough,” the copilot conceded. "Ready for burn on your mark.”

Walker closed his eyes briefly, considering what they were about to do. If the calculations were off by
even atiny amount, they would find themsalves caught by the Sun's massive gravity field. And me
without my sunglasses, he reflected. If those who had run and rerun the relevant computations back on
Earth had misplaced a cosign or adecima, he and his crew would perish unknown and unrecognized, a
qudified footnote in the history of Sector Seven. If the calculations were correct but the ship failed to
function asintended, they would gtill die. The opportunitiesfor alingering and unrecognized demise were
manifold. Truly amisson fraught with possibilities

A littlelate, he reminded himsdlf, to second-guess having put in his name when the system had origindly
asked for volunteers.

Opening his eyes, he smiled across at Thompson. The copilot was Saring at him. " Sorry, Jake. | was
trying to remember if 1'd brought dong my suntan lotion."

Thompson nodded somberly. "I've got some extra. With cocoa butter.”
Walker grinned back. "Okay, let's do this. On my mark in five, four, three, two, one mark!"

Thompson flipped three switchesin rapid successon. Enginesthat previoudy had existed only in the
imagination of science-fiction writers cameto life, and Ghost 1 accelerated at incredible speed toward
thefar sde of the sun.

Chapter Two

The cosmosisbig. Incredibly, inconceivably, mind-stretchingly big. Not al of its parts are congruent or
eadly assessed. There exist expanses never observed, entire immense stretches humankind has yet to
examinein any kind of detail, places where the familiar does not and never has existed. In these regions
roam organisms who know nothing of Earth and its bustling, self-centered people. Entitieswith interests
and demands of their own. They operate according to laws unto themselves. Some are benign, while
otherswould brush aside the mora conventions and needs of human beings as effortlessy and
thoughtlessy as a person would flick an ant off atable.

Sight of the Nemesi's, for example, would not be reassuring to a human observer. Enormous, dark, and
intimidating by design, it represented the epitome of Decepticon science. For dl that, the black and gray
metal and composites of which it was constructed were not those of awarship but of atransport. It
carried representatives of an order that had dedicated itsdlf to the total destruction of itsenemies. The
war in which they were engaged had gone on now for millennia. That did not trouble those on board.
Composed of inorganic components, powered by energies far longer-lasting than those that gave lifeto
smple carbon-based life-forms, they viewed time itself from an entirely different perspective. They did



not find unusua awar whose length would have appalled far shorter-lived humans.
The conflict would finaly end only when the last of their adversaries had been eradicated.

The bipedd shapethat sat in the command chair was deek, powerful, and resembled nothing living on
Earth. Cal him Starscream. At the moment he was doing his best to ignore the continuad harping and
bickering of hisfellow Decepticons. For more centuries than he cared to think about they had scoured
the galaxy, searching for the Allspark and for their long-lost leader, Megatron. At leadt, that wastheir
stated objective.

In redlity, the Decepticons were no group mind. For example, asfar as Starscream was concerned the
Nemesis was engaged in afool's errand. He was convinced that M egatron was long dead. There had not
been asignd or asign from their erstwhile leader for thousands of years. His hope was that, given time,
the others would come to redlize that he, Starscream, was and aways had been more powerful than
Megatron and should be acclaimed their new superior. That hope had yet to materiaize. Despite the
considerable amount of time that had passed in fruitless searching, the other Decepticons on board
inssted on continuing the quest for their lost leader. Logic dictated that they were wasting resources as
wdl astime. Far more sensible to terminate the search and return to Cybertron. Or perhaps find anew
world to conquer.

To Starscream this persistence in the face of reason suggested not strength but weakness. He had come
to the conclusion that the only way to snap hisfellow Decepticons out of their tunnel thinking and draw
them away from futile hoping wasto give them avisible, important victory over their hated enemies, the
autonomous bots. To be as effective as possible it should be atriumph as brutal asit would be decisive.
He, of course, would be the one to concelve of and lead them to that conquest. Afterward, while they
were cdebrating hisleadership, he could concentrate dl their efforts on finding the missing Allspark.
Once the autonomous bots had been eiminated and he had possession of the All-spark, his ultimate rule
of Cybertron could commence. Only then would memory of Megatron's reign recede into Decepticon

history.

One who was congigtently fractious even by Decepticon standards turned from where he was sitting in
another mammoth chair. The designation Barricade more than fit his persondity. For the moment,
though, he was more focused on carrying out his assgnment than in fighting with anyone or anything
within reach.

"Starscream, we have locked onto asignal that appears ™ He hesitated amental condition unusual in its
own right for abot. "It would seem to be dmaost Cybertronian in origin.”

Startled out of contemplation of his own nascent wondrousness, Starscream looked over at hisfellow
Decepticon. "Cybertronian? In this sector? That's highly unlikely. Can you be more specific?'

"It isabeacon of some kind, on the move." Barricade studied the readouts, absorbing far more
information in afew seconds than any human could havein asimilar span of months. "The wavelengths
being employed are more akin to our standards than anything €l se that we have come acrossin avery,

vay longtime."

"Location?' Though he kept histone carefully neutral, Starscream was | ess than overjoyed at the report.
Not now. Not after all these years

"Itisill in motion." Barricade continued to scrutinize the multiple readouts. " The source isagreet
distance from here, barely within range of our deep-field sensors. Now it is" Hisvoicetrailed off.

"ltiswhat?" Starscream demanded to know.



"It'sgone." Barricade ran a hurried recheck. He did not expect the original information to change, and it
did not. "Based on afind distortion of wavelengths, the source of the signal appearsto have entered a
wormhole. The drop-off in strength was cons stent and unswerving, so it must be presumed to have been
deliberate."

No need for presumption, Starscream decided. "Besides us, there is only one group of beings capable of
entering awormhole with theintention of utilizing it for navigation: Autobots." He voiced the concison
with undisguised disgust.

"Only one group that we are aware of." Barricade was dwaysready to argue. "It isasignificantly large
gdaxy, and we have explored only asmall portion of it."

Starscream was not in the mood. " Spare me any revelations of the painfully salf-evident. Isthere any way
to track the signal source?’

Barricade considered this for amoment. " Through awormhole? Not the signd itsdlf, but it is possible that
the source might leave behind atrailing energy signature. It depends on how long and how strong the
latter lingers.”

"Then you'd best not waste any moretimein indifferent discusson,” Starscream informed him curtly. "If it
tiesto the Autobots, we shdl pursue and destroy. Too long have they evaded ultimate destruction.”

"Andwhat," exclaimed the voice from behind them of the one caled Blackout, "of our abiding search for
the Allspark and Megatron?'

Starscream alowed himsaf amoment of manic amusement. "Did you not hear what Barricade just
pointed out? It isalarge galaxy. However, | am aways open to productive suggestion. | presume you
have a precise notion as to where we might search for either of the aforementioned?’

Blackout looked away. "Not &t thistime," he admitted unhappily.

"Then contain yourself and conserve your energies for useful pursuits.” Through voice and energy
Starscream dominated his surroundings. "1 lead the Decepticons, and | will decide our path.”

"Asyou command, Starscream.” Blackout instantly reverted to modified deferential conversation mode.
"Of course”

Ignoring the subtly sarcastic tone of his subordinate, Starscream turned his attention back to Barricade.
"Track that Sgnd source. Do not loseit, wormhole or no wormhole. Here is a perfect opportunity for
you to display your mastery of physics. Curiosity needs daking we must identify whatever it was that
wastranamitting.” -

Barricade readily indicated agreement and turned back to hisinstruments.

Awarethat Blackout was till hovering behind him, Starscream murmured, ™'Y ou may leave, Blackout.
Unless you have something more to contribute beyond the same tiring arguments concerning what we
should be or should not be doing.”

"No, Starscream.” The other Decepticon performed a tiff little half bow. "I have concluded my input.”
Turning, he departed.

Starscream waited impatiently for Barricade to respond with further evaluation. Or even better, aseries
of coordinates. Track and follow, track and follow. The same vastness that was interstellar space made it
easy to run down atarget once it had been located. If indeed it was the wandering Autobots, those



disgusting mechanoids would offer the perfect opportunity for him to assert histrue leadership once and
fordl.

These fools will eventually realize that Megatron is not coming back from the dead, he mused.
Petience, he counsded himself, was smultaneoudy one of the most effective and most overlooked tools
of leadership. That, and cunning.

The presence of large dollops of dark matter and other arcane fragments of physical redity
notwithstanding, the galaxy waslargely void. Even a inconceivable velocities, the principal characterigtic
of traveling through such emptiness was extreme tedium. Only occasiondly wasthisinterrupted by
episodes of intense danger. On the long-range viewer before him, Optimus Prime gazed at stars that
streaked and flared and seemed to move. They didn't, of course. It was only the Ark that moved.

The ongoing digtortion he waslooking a was nothing more than an optica illusion. When traveling
through awormholeit was the universe without that appeared unnatural, when in fact it was the objects
doing the journeying that were terrificdly distorted. He looked down at himsdlf. Hismetal body and the
deck below hisfeet appeared perfectly norma. That was because his senses and perception were as
distorted as everything el se that was traveling insde the physica anomay. What the Ark and its contents
looked like from normal space no one knew. No ship or instrument could get close enoughto a
wormhole to have agood look insde without succumbing to its gravitationd effects.

Under the direction of hisfellow Autobots, the Ark stayed in the center of the wormhole. Stray too far
toward the gravitational periphery and it could be torn to bits, reduced in an instant to a brief flurry of
subatomic particles. He was not concerned. His companions were the best of their kind, the most skilled
at their various tasks. They did not need supervision from him.

The Ark was, and had been, their home for along time now. Existing solely on a ship asthey scanned the
gaaxy in search of something that sent out asignal only once every thousand yearsalimited signal at
that had been wearying. At least theArk had been concelved and built with space sufficient to
comfortably accommodate its chosen crew. While the spherica vessdl was arefuge from the uncaring
and often hogtile universe outside, no matter how many modifications were performed to itsinterior it
would never be home.

They had visited myriad worlds. Some had been wondrous, some welcoming, others blasted and empty,
afew openly hodtile. Those traveling on the Ark had acquired an extraordinary amount of new
knowledge. For al of that, what Optimus and his crew wished more than anything else was smply to
return home. Even if Cybertron, their homeworld, was now little more than ashell of itsformer splendid
sdf. Devastated by itsinhabitants in the course of unnecessary and unending warfare, it had ultimately
been abandoned atogether when the Allspark, the source of lifeitsdlf, had gone hurtling off into the
cosmos. That had been too many years ago, he reflected.

Even after the Allspark was located and recovered and itwould be found, Optimusinsisted to
himsalf and brought back to Cybertron, countless additional centuries of work awaited the war's
survivors. The conflict that had raged between the Autobots and the Decepticons had ravaged the entire
surface of the planet. Whole cities had been laid to waste and millions of individua sparks extinguished.
All that, he knew, could belaid at the feet of one particular Decepticon: the malevolent, power-crazed
Megatron.

Thankfully, that dangerous demagogue had long since vanished into the depths of interstellar space. He
had rushed off Cybertron in pursuit of the escaping Allspark. | lad hefound it, Optimus was certain that
he would have returned long ago. Precisaly what had happened to the self-declared dictator of



Cybertron no one knew. In his haste to recover the Allspark, it was entirely possible Megatron had paid
insufficient attention to mundanities like navigation. He could have intersected orbitswith an asteroid or a
comet. All thingswere possible. Maybe, Optimus mused, the maddened despot had encountered a
lifeform even more evil and more powerful than he had been. It was abig gdaxy, and not even sentient
bots knew what lurked in its degp corners or out among the stars of its spira arms.

Despite Megatron's continuing silence Optimus remained wary. Weary of the ssemingly intermingble
search. A part of him was more than ready to admit that Cybertron's most dangerous denizen was most
likely dead. The burden of being Prime, the responsihility of overseeing al the Autobots, combined to
weigh heavily on him. But now was not the time for mistakes.

Especidly not when there was avague possibility they might be close.

The ship quivered dightly and began to dow asthefield of starsthat had moments ago been diding past
like streaks of paint sarted to resemble amore normal stellar environment. The Ark was emerging from
the wormhole near itsintended destination: acluster of stars from which afaint but distinctive sgnd
speeding across the reaches of deep space might be the echo of along-ago call from the Allspark. It was
certainly amore convincing indicator than any they had detected thusfar.

Searching an entire star cluster even asmall one, even at the speeds they could travel wasa
time-consuming process. He chose to hold out hope that the signal they were currently tracing might
mean the conclusion of their journey rather than merely another dead end.

"lIronhide, Jazz, Bumblebee." Optimus locked ocular lenses with each of his associates as he named
them. "Oncewe arefully clear of the gravitationa effects of the wormhole, we will leave the ship onthe
edge of thisstar clugter. Y ou three will depart with me; we will then split up to scan the cluster one
quadrant at atime. Ratchet, | want you to remain with the ship and continue to monitor the echoes of that
sgnd.”

"Asyou decree, Optimus,”" Ratchet rumbled.

Their leader was agreeable to additiona discussion, but none of his colleagues volunteered any objection
to the plan. With nothing more to be said, they headed for the bay located at the base of the Ark. There
they would transform into their cometary protoforms and begin the process of scouring the indicated
quadrants for the source of the inscrutable sgnd.

Cybertron, he thought as he led the others downward through the great ship. By now it was little more
than a memory. With luck, and perseverance, and an enormous amount of effort and hard work it might
one day be again something €l se, something more. A place of life and study and awvareness. Something
that again belonged to those who had evolved and devel oped on its once benign, welcoming surface.

Even asentient machine can get homesick.

Onthefar sde of the sun, Ghost 1 achieved the kind of speed hitherto thought only theoretically
possible. Exploding from the star's surface, asolar flare reached outward for the minuscule vessd that
had aready shot on past. Given an immense gravity boost, the Ghost continued to accelerate beyond
bounds thought intolerable and then faster still. Faster even than had been predicted.

Whileit represented an extraordinary achievement for al mankind, that particular development, Walker
realized, wasn't good. Something was not right. They had not only achieved ahoped-for god, but
exceeded it. Kicking one's car up to a couple of hundred miles an hour might also be considered by
some to be a great accomplishment unless the road one happens to be testing it on dead-ends at a cliff.



And there was something el se. Another development he could detect without having to check readouts
for confirmation.

Through the port he could see the light from distant stars begin to blur and bend, as though the universe
around them were somehow being stretched like a rubber band. Stars should be pinpoints or dots of
brilliant light not longitudinal streaks.

"What the hell ?*

"Captain, we've exceeded dl predicted maximums!" Asfrightening as were Clarkson'swords, even more
unsettling was the fact that the usually phlegmatic engineer had raised hisvoice. "This" He made one
more disbelieving check of the instrumentation. * thisrate of acceleration is unsustainable! The ship will
tear itself gpart.”

"Jake, isit holding together?' Walker was amazed at his own saf-control. He stared hard at his copilot.
Thompson'sfingers were dancing over the main console, trying to make sense of the impossible. Hewas
utterly focused on hisjob, locked in as effectively asif someone had thrown aswitch in hisbrain. Finefor
work, but bad for interpersona communication.

Clarkson wasn't the only one who could raise hisvoice. "Jake!" Walker growled loudly. "1 need a
gructurd andysis, ga."

Inconveniently, the ship chose that moment to give asudden and unpleasant shudder. Since there was
nothing to affect it externally, the source of the tremor had to beinterna. Outside, the stretched stars
continued to make nonsense of normdlity.

Lifting his hands from the instrumentation, Thompson dowly leaned back in his sedt.

"Were dill in one piece. | think. Asthe math boys predicted, engaging maximum acceleration
smultaneoudy activated artificid gravity." Reaching into apocket, he removed asmal stylus, held it out
parald to hischair, and dropped it. It promptly hit thefloor. "Cool. Tak about your significant sSide
effects "

"That'swhat | need," Waker muttered. "Convincing absolutes. Vector? Are we still on courseto swing
out and return to Earth?”

"I have no idea, Captain.”

Walker frowned at the man he expected to supply him with comprehensible answers. "What do you
mean, you have no idea?’

Thompson turned to face his superior. He looked dazed. "We're heading out of the system at an angle
about eighty degreesto the ecliptic. Not toward Earth. Not toward any of the planets. No way are we
going to be able to dingshot around Jupiter the way it was planned for the return home."

Walker struggled to digest this. It made about as much sense asthe fractured starfield visible outside the
ship. "That," hereplied dowly and carefully, "doesn't make any sense.”

A thin, humorless amile creased the copilot's face. "Excdlent. Werein full agreement.”

Waker resisted the urge to smack his second-in-command hard across the mouth. Thompson was not
being hysterical just incomprehensible. "Okay. Okay," he repeated, as much to calm himsalf asany of
his stunned crew. "If we're not on vector, if we're not heading home, then where are we headed and
why are we heading whatever way that is?'



Thompson, infuriatingly, just shrugged. "No idea”

"What do you mean you've got no idea?' Maria shouted from her rearward position. "We're indisputably
heading somewhere. Do the math."

"I'm afraid that won't suffice."

Everyoneturned to look in Avery'sdirection. His deep voice was strangely caming in light of the current
Stuation, like afather reading a bedtime story to a child.

"Y ou see, according to the instrument readings we are presently in a state where theory takes
precedence over knowledge." He gestured forward, out the port. "Note the distortion of the visible
spectrum. Wherever we are and regardless of where we are heading, we are no longer in normal space.
Incidentdly,” he added by way of an afterthought, "our astrogation instrumentation lost sight of the sun
about five minutes ago."

"| don't consider that anincidental," Walker snapped. "If you have any idea of what's happened to us,
Mike, don't keep it to yourself." Though he was developing an intense didike for the way the
conversation was evolving, Walker saw no choice but to continue it. For aslong asthey stayed in one
piece, anyway. If they were going to die, it would mitigate their demise at least alittleif they knew why.

"We aretraveling under the influence of and have falen into agravity well of unprecedented dimensions,”
Avery explained. "Under its sway the Ghost will continue to accelerate until we either come apart or "
He broke off, his attention focused forward.

"Or?' Waker prompted him.

"Braceyourselves," Avery murmured, hisvoice still remarkably cam. "1 postulate that the ‘or' is about to
eventuate."

"What'sthe'or'?" Thomjpson glared at the scientist. " The notion of being torn gpart whiletrying to
decipher ariddle doesn't much apped to me."

"That." Raisng an arm, Avery pointed forward.

Everyone had been watching him. Now they turned back to face the main port. Beyond in the blackness,
al hints of color had vanished. The cosmos had shifted entirely into gradations of white and black.
Immediately front of them and growing larger and more massive by the second was a swirling nexus of
indescribable radiance.

"What in God's nameisthat?' Waker heard himsdf whispering.
"I believeit just might beawormhole," Avery declamed.

"Which meansthat we're dead. We, the ship, everything, will be crushed down to little tiny subatomic
particles." Leaning back in her chair, Maria studied the gpproaching cataclysm with asudden resignation
born of acomplete absence of dternatives. "Wdll, welearned alot in ashort time. Pity we won't be able
to passit dong back to Earth. Asi eslavida yla muerte." Shelooked around fretfully.

Idly, Waker wondered how fast they were traveling as they approached the event horizon. Faster than
any human-built device had ever traveled before, certainly. Faster than any human had ever traveled
before. Since everything else was moving at incredible speed, with luck desth would arrive just asfast.
He intended to keep his eyes open and maintain consciousness for aslong as possible. Who knew what
|ast-second wonders he might see?



Gravity, however, had other idess.

| hope that when the end comes, it's not cold, he thought. Hed spent far too long in the Arctic, training
and preparing. Hewas sick of cold. He thought briefly of home.

Then consciousness fled and he blacked out.

Chapter Three

"By the Allspark itsdlf what isthat?' Staring at the viewer, Starscream could not believe his optical
receptors. Though every component of hisbeing was functioning normaly, what he was seeing and
running through his central logic processors made absol utely no sense.

Barricade was focused intently on his console, collating and eva uating the various scans picked up by
the Nemesis's multitude of external sensors. "It'sit appears to be asmall ship of Decepticon design,” he
declared. "But it isnot one of ours. Not only doesit not emit any of the standard recognition vaues it
does not emit very much of anything a dl."

"| didn't ask what it gppearsto be, you fool," Starscream snarled. "'l can see for mysalf what it looks like.
| asked what it is."

"l am scanning it now," Barricade replied hadtily. "It isclearly avessd of somekind, but the design
isodd. One might dmost cal it uniquely primitive. Scanners specify the absence of anything resembling
anormd lifeform.”

That caused Starscream to hesitate. "What do you mean, 'normal'?”

Barricade contemplated the information that was rapidly filling his monitors. "Although thereare no
Cybertronian beings on board, there are indications of another kind of life-form."

No Megatron. Starscream was relieved. "Don't be obtuse. What kind of life-form?"

Placing the question on hold, which he often did when it suited him, Barricade continued with hisanadysis.
"Thereis something se. Something incongruoudy familiar about the overall design.”

"Whet about it?'

The husky Decepticon was uncertain. "I cannot say it isincongruous. Scans have now verified that the
craft isindeed a primitive space vessdl of vaguely Cybertronian design. My firgt thought isthat it isthe
result of what might be called pardle evolution in engineering. It isamost like something we ourselves
might have created if we had evolved with significant physicad and mentd differences.”

"Thisisnot ascientific expedition.” Starscream's impati ence threatened to terminate the didogue
atogether. "We have not come dl thisway in the service of gathering irrelevant information. Aslong as
the craft poses no threat to us, then it is hardly worth taking the time to evaluate. Though | confessto a
certain modicum of curiosity. Therefore | restate my earlier query. If not Cybertronian, then what kind of
life-forms occupy the vessd?'

"Their gpecific makeup isunfamiliar to our analyzers," Barricade explained. "Thereisno record of the



particular speciesin our data banks." Helooked over at hisleader. "Though an unusual occurrenceto be
sure, given the vast nature of the universeit is not unexpected that we should occasionally encounter the
ship of another spacegoing species very different from ourselves.”

"Any nonCybertronian intelligence capable of interstellar travel isapotentiad threat." Blackout had
reentered the bridge. "I say we eradicate whatever they are and their puny ship and move on. We have
more important things to do than waste time investigating obscure mysteries.”

That was more or lesswhat Starscream had aready said. The fact that it had been emphasized by
Blackout, however, meant that in order to reclaim theinitiative for himsdf, Starscream felt compelled to
order the opposite.

"And | say that we will investigate until we are certain of what it iswe are dealing with. Once we have
ascertained for certain that this unknown speciestruly poses athreat, then we will destroy their vessdl
and resume our search.”

Blackout appeared ready to argue the point, but wisaly demurred. "As you command, Starscream. A
thorough and proper examination cannot be conducted at this distance. Who will |ead the expedition
from the Nemesis?"

"l will," Starscream replied without hesitation. ™Y ou, Barricade, and Frenzy will accompany me. | vaue
your input.”" The best way to reduce the threat from a potentia rival, he knew, wasto co-opt him.
Fattery was useful and chegp. "Therest of the crew will continue on station, monitoring the areafor any
potentidly unsettling surprises.”

"Then we should probably hold off leaving the ship and commencing the proposed study.” Barricade was
once more dert to hisingruments.

"Why?" Starscream made no attempt to conced hisirritation. " Given the archaic design and congtruction
of their vessdl, | am confident these unknown beings pose no threset to us.”

"l am sure that they do not," Barricade agreed. He enhanced the image on the main viewscreen. "But
they do."

A sellar distortion gppeared in the distance beyond the smadl craft they had been examining. Something
massive, artificid, and of decidedly sophisticated design was materidizing. Starscream cursed to himsdlf
as he recognized the manifestation. There was no mistaking itslines, or the very red threet it represented.

No Decepticon possessing a hint of spark could fail to recognize the Ark.

"Autobots!" The peculiar little dien vessel wasimmediately forgotten. "Barricade, sngp-time maneuver!
They arein the process of emerging into normal space. It may be that their sensors have not resolved yet.
We have a chanceto surprise them.”

Active on gtation, Jazz was monitoring the same functions that would have required the full and undivided
attention of adozen highly trained human engineers who would not have understood the operational
eementsinvolved anyway.

"Emergenceison steand on schedule.”

"Very good." Optimuswas staring at the main viewer. "Let's have alook and see if we can figure out
what was emitting that atypica sgnd.”



"The sourceitself iswithin range of our optical perceptors. I'll put it up on the main viewer." Ratchet's
voice came through the ship's com to the bay. "We came out as close as could be realized.”

Imagery of digant sarswas replaced by aview of an unusuadly small vessd. Uncharacterigticdly, it was
Ironhide who offered thefirst opinion. "That's a Decepticon design,” he declared. "I'm sure of it. No,
wait." Internal data conflicted with the visuals he was receiving. "Now I'm not so sure. | speculate.”

"Jazz, what's the latest from our sensors?* Optimus asked.

"Thereisno question that the object isthe source of the Ssgnd. Ironhideisright. It doesresemble
something the Decepticons would put together. The key termis resemble. Itismost certainly not a
standard Decepticon design.” He checked his readouts. " And the materia's, the presumed construction
methodology, are entirely foreign. Whatever it is, it did not originate from Cybertron."

"Areyou certain?' Optimus stared, fascinated, at the mystifying object.

"Ninety-nine point eighty-seven percent,” Jazz replied. "It's extremely primitive. If | may inject a persond
opinion, | don't believe avessd of such shoddy construction could possibly have survived the journey
intact dl the way from Cybertron.”

"If itis not a Decepticon ruse and it is not Cybertronian in origin, then what are we dealing with here?’

"l am asanxious asyou to know," Jazz replied frankly. "My ingtinctua programming insstsit cannot be
good. However superficid the external smilarities, it is clearly Decepticon-derived, and nothing good
ever comes of anything ever associated with them.”

Optimus pondered hard as he contemplated the baffling image on the viewscreen. The longer the
conundrum lingered both in his eyes and his mind, the more the encounter began to fed like atrap. At the
sametimeit seemed alittle too obvious to be a Decepticon maneuver. In any case, it would do no harm
to exercise normal caution.

"Maintain distance, Ratchet. If it should angle toward us, take us out of wegpons range immediately.
Well have acloser look, but only with the Ark at a safe distance.”

Bumblebee nodded in excitement. Of dl those confined to the ship, he had suffered most. Seeing
Optimus staring reprovingly in his direction, he gave the robotic equivaent of ashrug.

"l beg amoment's congderation, Optimus.” Ironhide might keep alot to himsdlf, but he was not afraid to
speak up when he felt there was something that needed to be said. "Y ou're intending to leave the Ark for
the purpose of conducting a hands-on exploration of that thing? Whatever the source of the signdl it's
generating, it isclearly not the Allspark. Prudence dictates we should probably just leave it lone and
move on." Heindicated the object on view. "An absurd enigmallike that, drifting done out here, makes
no sense. Unlessit issome kind of snare.”

"Perhapsitis," Optimus conceded. "I have dready considered the possibility. But | feel we should take a
closer look anyway." His occasiond dry humor cameto thefore. "It's not asif we do not have thetime.
Theres something singular about dl this. Something dmost familiar. The discrepancy nagsat me. We
might be able to unravel the ambiguity if weinvestigate further. Y ou, 1, and Bumblebee will go. Jazz and
Ratchet will stay with the ship.”

"Optimus." Ratchet's voice sounded clear on the bridge.

"Ligtening." All four Autobotsin the bay were attuned to the voice of their compatriot.



"Anayzers have colluded on two new factors." Ratchet continued. "Thefirst isthat there apparently are
life-forms of some kind on the unidentified vessd. Life-formswhose activities, insofar as| can discern
them, hint a intelligence, dbeit limited. Moreimportantly, they are not in our database.”

"And the second revelation?" Optimus queried.
"It does appear to have some martia capabilities,” Ratchet informed him.
"How do you know that?" Ironhide asked. "Its gppearance iswholly innocuous.”

"Not anymore." Jazz pointed toward the centrd viewer. "It has begun to divulge what isclearly
weaponry. It's some kind of compacted warship!"

All opticslocked on the main screen asthe exterior of the bizarrelittle alien ship began to unveil some
primitive defense systems. Though clumsy and dow, the procedure itsalf was unmistakable. Aswerethe
wegpons that began to reved themsavesin the process.

"I knew it wasatrap!" Ironhide exclamed.

"Autobots, prepare for battle," a disappointed Optimus ordered. " Jazz, join Ratchet. The two of you
keep the Ark safe until our return. Bumblebee, Ironhide, come with me." Whirling, he headed for the
core egress.

If they were going to have to fight, better to do so asfar away as possible from their sole means of
returning home.

"Captain, wake up, damn it!" Thompson wasydling.

Blinking, feeling every musclein hisbody screech in protest at the sudden movement, Walker cracked
open hislidsand stared up at his pilot. "What what's the matter?' he asked dumbly, like adrunk coming
out of abad hangover. "What's our status?"

"I'm il trying to figure out the details, but without getting overly technicd, | think | can safdly say that
that can't be good." Thompson pointed forward.

Gazing out the port Walker saw what was unarguably an artificial congtruct. Whether it was some kind of
ship he could not tell. Certainly it looked nothing like the Ghost. At therisk of anthropomorphizing, he
came to the snap decision that the object was at the very least alittle threatening. Better, he decided, to
be safe than sorry.

"Holy mother of | think we'd better activate the defense system. Get the others up.”

Thompson nodded. Moving fast, he rushed through the cabin, waking the rest of the crew. Walker could
hear them muttering behind him, struggling out of deep.

Defense system, defense system. Like nothing that had ever been built on Earth. Working fast, Walker
fought to recall as many details as possible from acomplex system it was hoped he would never haveto
engage. Hisfingers keyed abank of controls set off to one side. When he felt he had done everything that
was required, there remained one last command to be entered. In keeping with the best that security
engineering could devise, it employed superior available voice recognition technology.

"Waker, Samud L., Captain commanding.” He spoke clearly and distinctly into the pickup. Tired ashe
gill was, thiswas no timeto dur hiswords. "Authorization Gamma Six Alpha. Defense system



activation.”

The ship's primitive artificid intelligence replied without wavering. "Waker, Samud L., Captain
commanding: recognized. Defense system will be deployed on receipt of find authorization code.”

Walker rubbed his eyes, momentarily worried that he might not be able to recall the necessary sequence.
It had not been a priority, because no one had really expected it would ever need to be utilized. Then it
cameto him. " Authorization code zero, nine, eeven, two, Delta, Whiskey, Bravo."

"Command authorization code accepted,” the Al responded evenly. "Crew prepare for weapons system
deployment.”

Walker turned, scanned the cabin. "'Is everyone okay back there?!

"Y eah, where arewe?" Clarkson's voice was a soporific mush, asif heweretrying to talk with asock
suffed in his mouth. "What's going on?' He sat forward dowly. "Are we headed back to Earth?”

"Not exactly," Walker told him. "Jake, get back up here. | want you at control while we're undergoing
this systems adjustment, or whatever the hell is going to happen. We might have to operate on full

"You got it,” Thompson told him as he resumed his seet. "But | surewish | knew what | was going to
have to operate.”

"Y ou've got aminute or two to figure everything out,” Walker informed his copilot. "Just get usthe hell
away from that!"

From behind he heard the others gasp asthey saw the massive dien artifact. Maria Gonzaez swore
quietly in Spanish. Walker would ask for atrandation later. Any lingering vestiges of deepiness had
vanished from hisbrain.

"L ook at the structure, the generd outlines, the overal configuration.” Avery's analyss of the oncoming
object might have been quick, but it waswell considered. "It lookslike our Ice Man hasrelatives.”

"Big ones." Thompson checked his readouts. "Wegpons sysems are online.”

"Everyone be ready,” Walker admonished them. "I don't know wherewe are and | don't know what's
going on, but we need to be prepared to talk or fight however the Situation dictates.” Histone was
solemn. "The Ice Man wouldn't have been equipped with weaponsif he hadn't had aneed for them. The
implication was that he was at |east occasiondly expected to fight. Fight what, the tech folks were never
ableto establish. "He indicated the enormous object that now dominated the view forward. "Maybe
that'sfull of hisfriends. Or maybe it's packed with hisenemies. Not knowing if we qudify asthefirst or
the second, we have to be ready to be seen as one or the other."

"Theresathird choice," Clarkson pointed out. "We could run for it. Running is dways an option.”

"Got beat up alot in high schoal, did you?' Thompson commented. "Where would we run to? If we just
take off wildly we may never get back to where we are now. And while we don't know where we are
now, we do know that it's at the end of avector that oneway or another leads back to Earth. Run fromiit
now and we might never find it again." He turned to Walker. "Weapons systems are yours, Captain.”

"Understood.” Walker'stone was grim. Of al the unique apparatuses on the ship, a combination of
human- and alien-based weaponry was the last he thought he would ever actudly be expected to activate
and operate. "1 hope we're not going to need them.”



"Tom, it lookslike weve got adight problem.”

Kinnear looked up from the mission report he was reviewing and cocked an eyebrow at the figure of the
lieutenant colond standing in the doorway. Nolan was mission director for the Sector Seven space
program, and the only staff member on the base who felt comfortable addressing Kinnear by hisfirst
name. They had been together in the service for along time. Over the years the two men had earned
each other's deep respect. Any early need for formality had been dropped during afairly hazardous
black ops program in the jungles of Southeast Asia.

Broad-shouldered, heavyset, hair tending to gray and waistline toward the equatoria, Nolan was no
longer aman who fet comfortable jumping out of achopper ahundred feet above the water in full scuba
gear. Hislast few years had been spent diving into nothing deeper than a desk drawer, and it was Sarting
to show. Though both men regularly made light of the change, at heart Kinnear did not approve of those
who effortlesdy surrendered to the onset of age. Especialy thosein the military, where it was reasonable
to expect more exacting standards to apply. Personaly he could not rationalize such weakness. Not
when doing afew st-ups each morning might one day mean the difference between life or death. Nolan
looked especially doppy today. He made a mental note to speak about it later with the man.

"Phil, thisis Sector Seven. We never have 'dight’ problems.” Kinnear ran ahand through his hair. It, too,
was in better shape than Nolan's. "What have you got?"

"Troublewith Ghost One." Nolan's current unhappiness was personal aswell as professond. At one
time or another he had worked closdly with everyone who was presently on board the ship. "It could be
acommunications glitch, but the techs don't think so. Every minute that passes and we don't hear from
Gonzalez, they're more and more convinced of it. And they don't want to be."

Kinnear looked at the clock on the wall and then turned to astack of papers on his desk, shuffling
through them until he found the one he wanted. The stats he perused only confirmed what Nolan was
tdlinghim.

"They should have reestablished communi cations dmost an hour ago, right?*

"Actudly, the revised estimate puts them back in effective range nearly two hours ago. But we haven't
heard a peep.”

Kinnear'slipstightened. "Like | said. Not adight problem.”

"Okay, s0 | was underdtating. Call it wishful thinking." Nolan indicated the paper his friend was holding.
"Everyonestrying not to overreact. It could be a smple programming problem. Or circuitry. Therésa
couple of hundred years worth of advances packed into the Ghost, and were not even surewhat al of it
does. Some instruments could be working at cross purposes, or maybe somewhere theré's a circuit that
didn't close. Smple, basic, but enough to shut down communications as effectively asif someone
deliberately repositioned the main antenna.” He waved his hands. "It could be any number of things.”

"But thetechsdon't think so," Kinnear murmured softly.

"No. They're dready postulating that maybe something went badly wrong at the end of the first burn. Or
maybe during it. For example, despite the ship's ad-vanced radiation shielding, if it took ahard enough hit
from an unpredicted solar flare, that might have been enough to fry communications.” He shrugged. " Of
course, that'sjust what the communications techs are saying. They clearly want to blame the engineering

quys”
"And the engineering team?"'



Nolan managed adoleful smile. "They're saying it's probably a communications problem.”

"Some things can't be changed even by the most advanced technologica developments. Y ou're mission
director. What's your opinion, Phil?'

The other officer pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. "Right now I'd say it's about
fifty-fifty. Wejust don't know enough to make an accurate determination one way or the other.”

"Why am | not surprised?’ Kinnear held up ahand. "Don't answer that. Okay, so the only thing we do
know at this point isthat Ghost One should have been back in range and reestablished communications
approximately two hours ago.”

"That's correct,” Nolan conceded.
"Wheat about the aien ranging beacon”?'
L ooking downcast, Nolan shook his head.

"That's not good enough.” Kinnear turned pleading. "Phil, | can't just cdl the Old Man and tell him that
the ship is missing. Blown up, sun-crisped, off coursethat | can convey. But 'missing™? Y ou know as
well as| do that we need more than that."

Nolan sighed heavily. "I know, Tom. Were working around the clock. | should have some updated
reports for you within the next hour. And, of course, well keep trying to raise them on audio.”

"I know, | know. Do your best." Suddenly the Caribbean was |ooking asfar away as one of the "seas’
on Mars. "Anything ese?'

"That's everything for now." Nolan managed ahopeful smile. "I'll kegp you informed.”

"Phil, you've got to reestablish contact with that ship.”

"Tell me something | don't know. Well find it, Tom. I'm sorry | wasn't up here with better news."
Kinnear gestured for himto leave. "So am |. Go and find us some.”

Nolan nodded before turning and exiting the room. He was moving more quickly than Tom had seen his
old friend movein quite awhile. The door shut behind the other officer, and Kinnear was alone again.
Usudly he enjoyed his solitude. Not now. Not anymore.

So much for getting through these last couple of months without a hitch.

In the stillness of his office, he tried to conjure optimism. It was far too soon to givein to despair. Unless
the ship had actually been caught by and falen into the sun, Ghost 1 was till out there somewhere.
Hopefully suffering nothing more serious than amafunction of itsradica new communicationsgear. He
alowed himsdf aprivate shudder. If it was hard on him and the others at the base, one could only
imagine what effect the complete lack of contact with Earth was having on the ship's crew, professond
and highly trained though they were.

It wastoo quiet in the office. Picking up the walkie-takie lying on his desk, he dialed in afrequency.
"Lieutenant Jensen ?'

A brief crackle of gatic, then, "Yes, Sr."

"Kinnear here. Come up to my office, please. | want a status report on your section.”



"Yes, ar. I'monmy way." Another crackle of static, this one more prolonged and irritating.

Kinnear grunted. They could reverse-engineer dien science to build a spaceship that among other things
was capable of transmitting the sgnd of alocator beacon across millions of miles of empty space, not to
mention that the same vessdl d so incorporated armament-guidance systems and other eementsfrom the
Ice Man, but they couldn't come up with a portable radio that €liminated static. Not for the first time he
found himsdlf wondering about the sometimes weird roads scientists tripped down and the decisons they
made as to which ideas to develop and which to ignore.

The sharp rap of boots on the metal staircase that led to his office brought him back to the present. The
rap on the door was as perfect and precise as everything el se about Jensen.

"Comein, Lieutenant."

Jensen entered, hating at a perfect parade rest in front of the desk. A little too forma for Kinnear'staste,
though the colond could hardly upbraid the man for being military.

"At ease, Lieutenant. Take aseat. Y ou must be worn out. From what | can tell, your team has been
running nonstop.”

"Yes, dr. Weareahit fatigued, Sir." Jensen sat down in the padded, gray meta chair in front of the desk.
"Y ou requested a status report?”

Kinnear nodded. Something to take hismind off the uncommunicative Ghost. "Where are we with the
lceMan?'

"Everything ison track and moving dong fairly well, sr. Werre actually dightly ahead of schedule, and the
methodology for keeping him frozen while in trangt gppears to be working as advertised. | cantell you
that the tech staff is delighted. Actudly, we're dueto load him onto the trangport gpproximately thirty
minutes from now. As soon asthe shift is complete, theinsulated panels will be raised and sedled around
him."

"Any problems?' Nolan inquired hesitantly. "Not that | want thereto be any. It's been arough day asit

isll

Jensen nodded. "I know, sir. Word has gone around. Asto my section, nothing adverse to report that
I'm aware of a thistime. When the time comes to move out, however, there's a chance weather may
become afactor. Y ou've seen the latest reports?

Kinnear pointed at the stack of papers on his desk that contained good news, bad news, al the news.
"Yes, I've got them. Possibility of astorm. Not that that's any kind of surprise up here. At the moment
they're forecasting that the low is going to move north of our location. With luck it'll missthe coast
entirdy.”

"Hopefully, sr," Jensen agreed. "But well be keeping an eye oniit, just the same. Wary of the usud
changesability. Maybe one day well have a satdllite system sufficient to keep track of al the sormsthat
race through up here."

"Don't count on it," Kinnear muttered. "Keep me closdly informed of your progress from here on out, will
you? I've had enough surprises for one day. | don't need any more."

Jensen chuckled, then redlized that the colonel was not being funny. "No, | suppose not, sir. But however
much we didike them, it ssemslike there are dways surprises.”



Kinnear snorted. "Maybe the next one will turn out to be pleasant. Thank you, Lieutenant. Y ou're
digmissed.”

"Yes, ar." Risng, Jensen sketched a quick salute before pivoting on his hed and heading for the door.

Hard to fault the man for being disciplined, Kinnear told himself. Better than alot of the unruly

pens on-snatching desk sitters he had encountered over the years. He made a quick note to himself. If
everything involving Operation |ce Man went smoothly, Jensen was most likely going to earn himsdlf a
promotion.

Make a fine commanding officer, too, he mused. Jensen had the smartsto do it, even if he was il
only alieutenant. Had something held him back? Kinnear shrugged the irrelevant thoughts aside. In his
spare time he could request alook at the younger officer's records. In his sparetime. Right. Reshuffling
the papers on his desk, he turned hisfull attention back to the most recent Ghost 1 documents.

The ship had to be out there somewhere.
Didntit?

The small moon was just one more part of what was anormal solar system. Theworld it orbited held on
to an atmosphere, of sorts. So did severa of the other twelve planetsthat circled the unnamed sunin the
unremarkabl e section of the gadlaxy an unimaginable distance from Earth. The moon itsalf was dead and
arless.

That did not mean it was utterly usdlessto certain vistors.

Hovering near the satellite's equator among high mountains and deep craters, the Nemesis drifted with
the lifeless gray sphere as Starscream and hisfellow Decepticons gathered on the ship's enormous
bridge. They looked on in puzzlement as the eccentric little dien vessd began to blister with primitive
wesponry, even while the Ark and Autobots began to back away fromiit.

No one spoke until astartled Blackout pronounced, "I1t's definitely Cybertronian. These primitive
creatures may have some knowledge of Megatron's wheregbouts.” If his eyes had not been fixed in his
head, they very well might have widened.

Everyone responded at once, confused voicesfilling the chamber.

Despite arising sense of panic, Starscream did his best to stay cam. "Do you have backflow on your
logic dircuits?!

Chapter Four

Barricade was studying the readout on the main viewscreen intently. "It is not inconceivable.”
"Perhaps Megatron isaso somewherein the vicinity," Frenzy suggested thoughtfully.
"Everyone shut up!" Starscream dammed afigt into anearby pand, denting it.

Asthey complied, everyoneturned to stare at him. In the brief moment of silence that followed his
outburst, Starscream pondered why he had ever held any desire to lead this bunch of conflicted



ambulatory hegps of metalic dudge. Hetook afigurative deep breath. "Megatron cannot be nearby,” he
reiterated dowly. " Our sensors would have picked up hissignal.”

"Then what of the Cybertronian connection?' Blackout wondered aoud, not unexpectedly.

"Who can say?' Histone turning sarcastic, the current leader of the Decepticons eyed Barricade. "As has
been repeatedly pointed out, it is‘asgnificantly large gdaxy.’ For al weknow it is possible that
Megatron was terminated by the very lifeformsthat occupy the vessel before us. We could debate the
relevant issuesfor days, but onething I believeisnot open for discussion: its vaguely Cybertronian
derivations are enough to mark that ship asaclear threst. It should be destroyed as soon as possible.”

These beings cannot know Megatron's location, Starscream thought furioudy. Not after all these
years. Megatron had smply been missing for too long.

"And what about the Autobots?' Barricade indicated the larger view being supplied by the Nemesis's
advanced sensors.

"It is evident that they have not detected usyet or they would have reacted to our presence. We dedl
with onethresat a atime." Turning avay from the view, Starscream headed for the departure bay. "I will
ded with the dien craft myself. Once it has been diminated, we will purge the Autobots."

"If Megatron has adlied himsdf with these life-forms, you're going to get your Spark handed to you,”
Blackout couldn't resst pointing out. "Painfully.”

"l will tolerate no more discusson of this. All of you will remain herewhile| go to diminate the dien ship
that for unknown reasons somewhat resembles Cybertronian technology. When | return, we will dedl
with the Autobots together." Glancing back, Starscream gestured at the viewer. "Monitor closely their
position and movements so that they do not surprise us.”

"Use caution, Starscream,” Barricade advised. "My scans show that whileit is currently in flux, the smal
wormholethe alien vessel camethrough is il active. Inyour protoform, atrip through the wormhole
would be unpleasant."”

A curt nod from Starscream indicated that he had heard and acknowledged the unnecessary warning.
Turning to hisfellow bot, Blackout snarled, a degp and unpleasant mechanical rasping. "Had to remind
him, didn't you, Barricade?' Blackout was plainly unhappy. "If Megatron were here™

Rising to hisfull height, Barricade glared hard at Blackout. "Megatron is not here. Whether we likeit or
not, Starscream is our leader. Without him, our collective strength is diminished and our overdl ability to
find the Allgpark isminimized."

Immediately suspicious of this sudden outburst of loyaty, Starscream paused. "And it goes without saying
that without me your hope of ever locating Megatron isaso lessened.”

Barricade turned to him. He was respectful but not intimidated. "True enough,” he admitted. "I have
chafed under your leadership, Starscream, and it would give me no small amount of pleasure to watch
Megatron reduce you, piece by piece, to your basic components. But if we areto find him, it ishighly
probable that we will need your abilities. Until that day, you lead." He paused, then added, "It remains
possible | admit unlikely, but possible that the beings on that alien vessel are indeed aware of
Megatron's whereabouts. Perhaps our long-lost leader is even somewhere nearby. Should that turn out
to be the case and a confrontation ensues, | do not expect you to return. Either way, you will have

fulfilled your purpose.”



"Do not count on it ‘either way.™ Turning, Star-scream stomped heavily from the bridge.

He had an dien ship to dispose of. He intended for the forthcoming termination to be as thorough as he
could makeit. It would not be enough smply for the mysterious arriva to vanish. To achievethe desired
effect, it would have to be obliterated as memorably as possible.

Anything lesswould only lead to more questions regarding his fitness to command.

"That's no warship." Maintaining his position in free space, Optimus studied the dien vessd asheand his
companions remained a asafe distance. "But its limited defense systems sill bear a dight Decepticon
resemblance. I'm loath to admit it, but therésa small possibility that these crestures may have comeinto
contact with Megatron.”

Next to Optimus, Bumblebee gave anervous shake of hishead, clearly not pleased with the notion.

While drifting, Optimus conducted afind evauation of the unprecedented Stuation. Excepting himsdlf, if
there was anyone who would not want to see Megatron again it would be Bumblebee. Back on
Cybertron, during the raging battle of Tyger Pax, Megatron had smashed Bumblebee to the ground and
ripped out his vocalization module. Only alast-second intervention had prevented Megatron from
destroying Bumblebee utterly. Unfor-tunately, they had still not been able to find an adequate solution to
hislack of vocal ingrumentation. The thought always filled Optimus with sadness and regret.

Optimus continued to contempl ate the bizarre ship that for unknown reasons featured technologies likely
derived from Cybertronian sources. While there was no denying it did look dightly Cybertronian, at the
sametimeit was patently primitive. He wondered again whether Megatron or any of his Decepticon
counterparts were involved.

He continued to vacillate. Before they moved in, they needed to know for certain what they were facing.
"Jazz, what do your sensors show?"

"I concur that it looks Cybertronian,” the other Autobot responded from his position on the Ark with
Ratchet, "but every reading | takeindgststhat it'snot. And it's obviousthat there are dien life-forms
indde”

"Very srange," Optimus admitted. "It is something dmost beyond contemplation.”

Ratchet had his own point to make. " The wegpons that have been deployed are aso not identical to
anything on Cybertron. Even & thisrange thereis evidence that they are considerably more primitive. Isit
possible that what we are seeing is merely coincidenta ?'

"Or it could be aclever ruse. It isnot for nothing that our old adversaries are called Decepticons.”
Ironhide spoke from his position alongside Optimus. "It doesn't matter. It hints a Decepticon pattern, so
there must be some kind of Decepticon involvement. Let'sjust blow it out of normal space and be done
withit."

Bumblebee suddenly grabbed Optimus and pointed excitedly.
The dien ship clearly was bringing weaponsto beer.
"Jazz, give us details, fast what kind of weapons are we dealing with?' Optimus asked.

"Agtonishingly primitive, as Ratchet says," the studi-ous Autobot responded. " There are a number of
hollow cores containing explosive devicesthat | deduce are powered by simple combinations of



combustible chemicas. | would call them playful wereit not for their actud, if modest, destructive
potentid."

"Let'sget ready to finish this" Optimus turned to Bumblebee and Ironhide. " Spread out and assume a
traditiond attack configuration. Be prepared for anything. Thisdisplay of ‘archaic’ weaponry may itsdf be
atrick."

"I don't think that's going to be necessary." Ratchet's voice was cam and controlled. "The dlien craft is
not preparing to strike. It is attempting to flee.”

Fixing his attention once more on the ship, Optimus perceived that it had engaged its drive and was
indeed heading away from them. "Unexpected,” he murmured. "Evenif it represents some kind of
trickery, | would have anticipated an attack.”

"l concur." Jazz's voice drifted back over the com. "Where do you think it'sgoing?"

"What doesit matter?" Ironhide was about out of patience. "Let's end thisright now. We don't need
whatever kind of Decepticon mechanism it hgppensto be materiaizing unexpectedly behind us. We have
enough to do trying to locate the Allspark without having to worry about a possible ambush.”

Optimus shook his head. " After much thought, Ironhide, | have come to the conclusion that what we are
confronting is not an independent entity at al. It may be that another aien race somehow managed to
acquire asmal portion of Decepticon technology, and used it to construct thisvessdl. If they had any
formal contact with our enemies, it could not possibly have resulted in a positive experience for them. |
suspect that they are retreating because they do not want a confrontation.”

"Y ou don't know that for certain,” Ironhide objected.

"Not enough to take a chance of leaving such a mechanism unchalenged, to work possible mischief at
some future date.”

"He'sright, Optimus," Jazz chimed in. "We should not risk it.”

Like any good leader, Optimus Prime vaued the opinions of his companions. Despite the small
resemblance of the dien craft to Decepticon design, however, it struck himin this particular instance as
unnecessary to engage in battle without provocation. Jazz's and Ironhide's concerns notwithstanding,
there would aways be an opportunity to deal with the possible problem later.

"No. We will wait and see what develops. Whatever the dlien shipis, | am convinced it is not interested
inengaging us."

"So we'rejust going to St here and wait." Jazz conjectured. "Y ou can't be serious. | know it lookslikeit's
retreating, but "

Optimuslaughed. "No, my friend. We are not going to wait for anyoneto attack us." He pointed to the
planet that the alien vessel was descending toward. To contact others of its kind? Or to concedl itself and
wait for the Ark's departure from this syslem? He was more convinced than ever that delaying conflict
was the correct course. There were too many unanswered questions. As he looked on, the peculiar craft
began to enter the outer reaches of the as-yet-unanalyzed atmosphere.

"Bumblebee, | have amisson for you."

"Nameit." Bumblebee nodded unhesitatingly.



"We arein agreement that the design and structure of the vessdl in question are disturbingly familiar. |
certainly will not argue that. But familiarity is not the same as conclusive classification. In lieu of bettle,
let'stry to collect additional information about it. | want you to follow it down and reconnoiter. Seeif you
can get close enough to the ship to make a positive identification. Confer with Jazz digitdly, over your
com. Hopefully you will dso be able to discover something about the unknown life-formsthe vessel
carieswithinit.”

Bumblebee waited peatiently, knowing that Optimus was not finished.

The leader of the Autobots added an admonishing word. "Bumblebee, I've had to caution you about this
sort of excursion before. | need you to be ascout, not asoldier. Thereisadwaystimefor battle. The
intelligent know thet difficulty liesin avoiding combat, not seeking it. Right now we need information, not
afight.”

Bumblebee nodded again, thistime more solemnly.

"Seethat you are careful,”" Optimus murmured. "We al want you back. Go now, and find out what you

Executing anezt little half bow, Bumblebee proceeded to transform into cometary mode. A glow grew at
histerminus as he activated his propulsion system. A moment later he had |eft the group behind ashe
sped toward the planet below.

"He's dways been agood one," Ironhide declared as he and his companion turned in space and headed
back toward the Ark. "I would sorrow if anything ever hgppened to him.”

"Bumblebeeis clever and observant," Jazz pointed out. "Better suited to amission such asthis than any of
[B"

Optimus looked over at hisold friend. "Getting sentimental, Ironhide?' But he knew that Jazz was right.
Bumblebee might be impulsive, sometimesto his own detriment, yet he was a brightness in the shade of
their travels dways postive, dwayswilling to help with the most tiresome work, dwaystherewhen a
friend needed companionship or just some quiet conversation.

Ironhide let out a sharp buzz, the bot equivaent of adismissve snort. "No, not sentimental, Optimus.
Sensible. Our strength is dready much reduced. We can't afford to lose anyone ese.”

"True enough,” Optimus admitted, abit wistfully. "We cannot.”

"Besideswhich," Ironhide added, "what else would we do for ascout? Send Jazz?'

Optimus returned the laugh. A fine scout he would make. Silenceis not one of hisvirtues.”

"I heard that," Jazz sputtered. "Or did you two forget that all communications channels remain open?'

"Not only did I not forget,” Ironhide shot back, "but | aso made certain of it before rendering my
opinion. Otherwise how could | be sure you would overhear?'

"Funny," Jazz muttered sarcadticdly. "Very funny. Would that dl your circuitry were so artfully aigned.”

Ratchet's voice suddenly cut in. "Curb theidleness! Optimus, scan the coordinates that | am about to
feed you."

"What isit?' The Autobot leader was suddenly aert as he prepared to receive.



Ratchet's clarification was asominous asit wasterse. " Sarscream.”

If the reedouts on Ghost 1's instrumentation were accurate, the ship had emerged in aregion of space
boasting not only an dien sun but at least two potentialy habitable worlds. Having passed beyond shock
and confronted now by uncommunicative, potentialy hogtile dien machines, Waker wasn't about to get
fussy when it cameto achoice of potentia refuges.

Gazing out the viewport asthe Ghost began its gpproach, his expression hardened. Asrevealed on the
ship's monitors, the new world growing below them did not exactly qudify as one of the galaxy's choice
vacation spots. But it was unquestionably the best available dternative to the alien mongtrosities that were
waiting for them out in interplanetary space.

At least it wasfor now.

"Maria" he barked even as he joined Thompson in adjusting their aimaospheric entry, "isthat dien
communications system gtill working? Any chance of getting amessage back to Earth?!

"How should | know?" sheretorted. "This reverse-engineered agpparatus has never been tried at distance.
Hypotheticdly, it's supposed to be able to at least send simple code back and forth through something
the techs cdled 'nongpace.™

"I don't careif it goes by quantum Pony Express! Try it!" Helooked over at Thompson. "I want you to
be two people, Jake. Keep guiding us down, and a so keep an eye on this ship'sinnovative sensor
system. Whatever those things are out there, they didn't look or act any friendlier than the Ice Man back
home."

"Thelce Man?' Thompson spoke without taking his gaze off the main console. "Areyou kidding me?
He'sone of akind."

"Not unless he was put together by elves and fairies. Someone or some things had to contribute to his
congtruction. Three more not unlike him left that big ship and were heading straight for us until they
stopped in midspace. I'd swear on my mother's grave they looked just like him, or enough like him to be
close rdatives. Mammoth metalic machines, bipeda, bisymmetrical shapes, recognizable heads and
limbs and these weren't frozen in ablock of ice, and they sure as hell weren't lifeless.”

" 'Relatives?' Clarkson wondered adoud. "Think about that a minute, Captain. | know that it was
suggested in our briefings that we might find evidence of these beings, but what are the odds we would
find them here, when we don't even know where hereis? And if they are as advanced asthey give every
indication of being, why haven't we had contact with them before now?"

"Who sayswe haven't?' Walker shot back. "None of us, regardless of our individua security clearances,
has accessto dl of Sector Seven's secrets. For al we know there's another entire government agency
respons ble for doing nothing but corresponding with dien intelligences. Also, need | remind you that
there are one or two other governments besides ours that possess a certain degree of technological
sophistication, and that we have no ideawhat their equivalent, covert agencies may be up to? Thereis
onething I do know for certain, though.” He shot alook back at his crew, al of whom wereintent on
their respective ations.

"We're not going to get out of thisif we waste our time and energy on arcane speculation.”

He had their complete attention now. And no ideawhat to do with it. So he considered. Keep calm.
Reassure. When in doubt, review and reassess. Asit plunged through aien atmosphere the Ghost



bounced once, helping to prompt hisresponse.

"All right. Consider our present status. We don't know where we are. We don't know where Earth is, or
if we can communicate with it. We do know that our ship seemsto be fully functiond, and that both our
flight and offensive capabiilities are operationd. We can fight if we have to. We also know thét thereis
some kind of alien vessd out there, and we don't know anything about its occupants intentions.”

"A hdpful summary, Captain," Avery murmured, "but not an especidly encouraging one. AsW. C. Fidds
once said when asked how he felt about degth, 'On the whole, I'd rather be in Phil-a-del-phia.™

It relieved the tension. Everyone started laughing, and Walker overlooked the dight insubordination. If
there was one thing Walker could be sure of, it was that they were going to need alot more of Michael
Avery'swry humor in the coming days.

When the laughter had subsided, he added, "True enough, Mike. Let'sdo our best to try to improve the
gtuation. Right now we're not fighting anybody. L et's make use of that time. | want afull systems check.
However we got wherever we are, we have to assumethat it's at least theoreticaly possible to go back
the way we came. Everything's recorded. Every pulse of the propulsion system, every coordinate weve
passed through. If we can retrace our steps™ The possibility hung tantalizingly in the closed, recycled air
of the cabin.

"And we need to be on guard. Whatever we saw out there might decide they want a closer look. If they
do turn out to be the Ice Man's cousins, we're liable to bein serious trouble.”

"Captain?' Gonzaez's tone was not encouraging.
He shifted his gaze to her gation. "What isit, Maria?"

"I can | can pick up their communications. They sound like" Her voicetrailed off momentarily as she
fine-tuned ingrumentation. "Likethis."

The cabin wasfilled with a high-pitched screeching: modulated gtetic that, if one had adegreein
advanced physics and was tripping on bad acid, might amost be imagined to form words.

A fascinated Avery listened intently. "1 wonder what they're saying.”

"Nothing good, | bet." Clarkson had aso turned dightly in his seat to take note of the raucous eectronic
dhrieks. "Nothing that sounds like that could possibly be good.”

Avery chided hisfdlow crewmember gently. ™Y ou're anthropomorphizing.”
"Damnright.” The engineer was unrepentant.

The landscape was less than appeding. It reminded Bumblebee entirely too much of the battle-scarred
surface of Cybertron. Upon entering the atmosphere, he had used his sensorsto locate where the dien
ship had set down. Swooping in well to the south, he was careful to descend low and far enough away so
that he was unlikely to be detected. Nor did choosing alanding site present any difficulty. The barren,
wide-open, rock-strewn plateau offered plenty of acceptable options.

The problem was maintaining cover in the course of his descent. He saw himsdlf dropping through the
gray atmosphere, an easy and exposed target for any Decepticons who might be monitoring his progress
from above or waiting down below. Forcing himself to set such concerns aside, Bumblebee tracked
farther away from the dien ship than he had origindly intended. Once he was safely on the ground his
bipeda protoform would enable him to utilize the broken, craggy surface and unusua rock formations for



conced ment. The downside wasthat it would take him longer to reach the dlien vessd'slanding site.

Well, won't that be half the fun? he decided. Ironhide's evaluation had been spot-on: alone among the
surviving Autobots, Bumblebee was forever postive. Settling on alanding site, he rechecked his sensors
one moretime. The alien ship remained where it had landed, a significant distance away near the planet's
equatorid line. As he settled surfaceward, Bumblebee transformed anew to land with hisfeet on the
ground. Without pausing to investigate the interesting particulars of the surrounding geology, he
immediately moved to the cover of the nearest large rock formation.

From orbit and in the course of his descent he had picked up no evidence of an indigenous civilization. It
was a desolate world, the most developed form of life apparently alimited assortment of organic growths
based on smple carbon molecules. Colors of both growths and rocks tended to muted grays and yellows
with splotches of brighter red indicative of strong oxidation. Located at a considerable distance from its
sun, the planet was too cold and too harsh to giveriseto avaried organic brew.

His necessarily hasty survey from orbit had aso led Bumblebee to the conclusion that even if therewere
any spacegoing speciesin theinterstelar vicinity, thisworld would not be afirst choice for colonization.
Certainly therewas no sign that anything even asinsgnificant as an automated survey device had ever
touched down here.

Not the kind of place I'd want to call home.
He reopened hisdigital communications channd and rapidly entered amessage. "Jazz, are you there?!
"Whereedsewould | be but wherel am?' Jazz replied vocdly. "What's your status?!

"Everything acceptable so far. I've landed on the surface of the planet. Nothing much to see. I'm about to
dart heading toward the dien ship.”

"Be careful and stay on full sensor dert,” Jazz told him. "Once you're reedy to take off from there you'll
want to track out of the atmosphere and back to the Ark as near as possible to the way you went in.”

"Why the compulsory precison?' Was there some reason Jazz should be so concerned about his
departure being witnessed by the occupants of the alien vessel?

"Sensorsindicate that the wormhole that ship generated in order to arrive at this point in spaceis il
present. It'sdowly collapsing, and in the absence of any available matter to draw in, it is not spawning
any asociationa luminogty. 1ts movement indicates that its generation was nonspecific. Asaresult, it
keeps moving around even whileit'sin the process of shrinking. When you leave, you don't want to get
sucked into awandering space-time distortion, far less outside the protection of aship.”

"Understood.” Bumblebee gave adight menta shiver. According to his persond store of knowledge, no
Autobot or Decepticon had ever survived such ajourney.

"There's one other thing." Jazz managed to sound even more concerned than previoudly.
"'One other thing' invariably meanstrouble. What isit?"

"Very serioustrouble,” Jazz informed him. "We've got Decepticons up here. Don't know where from.
They materidized out of nowhere. Therésaskirmish looming for sure.”

"I'll beasquick as| can." Bumblebee was dready moving, working his com smultaneoudy. "Y ou're
going to need me."



"No," came the response, more assured thistime. " Optimus wants you to take care of your mission down
there. Well handle any difficulties up here. I'm no more pleased at the current separation than you are,
but if that small ship issome kind of new or unique Decepticon, despiteits primitive appearance and the
presence of an interna organic population, it isimperative that we determineits cgpabilities and intent."

Bumblebee mulled over hisfriend's response before conceding that the logic made sense, though he
hated not being available to assst hisfriendsin the possible forthcoming battle. He had no ideaasto the
Decepticons strength, and Jazz had not filled him in. All he could do was carry out his own assgnment as
quickly and as efficiently as possible while hoping that Optimus and the others came through unharmed.

"All right," he replied, athough the digital nature of his response could not convey hisreluctance. "Let me
know as soon asyou can if you need me up there. Otherwise I'll be in touch again as soon as| have
concluded my task and am headed back to the Ark."

"Safety and preservation,” Jazz responded before terminating the communication.

Isolated among his stark surroundings, Bumblebee headed off in the direction of the dien ship. He did not
travel in astraight line or take to the exposed sky. Instead he advanced from one concealing geological
formation to the next, forcing himself to utilize caution and tactics despite hisimpatience to be over and
done with the work. He had no reason to suspect that anyone had seen him touch down, but neither was
there any need to unnecessarily announce his presence.

Though he concentrated on the task a hand, he could not keep from wondering if they al had been
wrong. Decepticons had been sighted by the Ark. What if, despite their preliminary andyses, the beings
on the aien ship did prove to know something about Megatron. No matter where he might be, Megatron
would aways be the same within. Nothing could change that. As an entity he was power mad and pure
evil, abeing of enormous strength forever teetering on the edge of insanity. He stood for everything that
Bumblebee hated.

He found himsdf hoping that the decelvingly innocuous alien vessd actudly was the work of Megatron. It
would give him and his companions the opportunity to remove from the civilized gdaxy the handiwork of
the most malicious Decepticon who had ever existed.

If hedidn't removethem first, of course.

"Starscream isgone,” Blackout announced. "And if Megatron redly isin league with that primitive vessel
and Starscream attacksit, chances are our erstwhile leader will not be returning.” He eyed hisfellow
Decepticons. "l say we take this chance to give Megatron awelcome-back gift: the destruction of the
Autobots and the Ark."

"And | say wewait," Barricade countered.

"Then it isafortunate thing we are not listening to you." Without hesitation, Blackout seized the
oppor-tunity that had been presented to him. "We have al of us been following Starscream around for
centuries and it has gotten us nowhere. We have not located the Allspark. We have not found Megatron
on our own." He shoved along metdlic finger a Barricade. "Thisis not the kind of honored existence
Decepticons are destined to live. We are conquerors.” Thefinger turned to gesture at the main
viewscreen. "Our enemy isright out there, standing its noxious ground. We should strike while we have
the chance.”

"Starscream said to stay here," Barricade countered once again. "Forget it not: aslong as Megatron isnot
present, Starscream remainsin charge and we take our orders from him."



"While not disagreeing with your summétion, | believe Blackout's point iswell taken,” Frenzy put in.
"Who can say when this chance might again present itself? | say we move quickly to crush the Autobots.

"Thank you." Sensng indecisiveness, Blackout eyed the others. " Anyone e se wish to come dong, or will
the rest of you stay here and do what Starscream, that most egotistical of al Decepticons, wants usto
do which isnothing!"

"I will come." The hulking form of Bonecrusher had just entered the bridge. " Squatting here recycling
usdlessinformation is boring and pointless. It has been too long since we have engaged in honest
combat.”

"Sowill I," Frenzy added. "It istimeto fight, not time to pace endlesdy around the ship, waiting for
Starscream to come back and tell us we need to enter stasis for another century or two."

"Do asyou will. I will make no effort to restrain you. Folly isa spark that burns brightly unto itsalf.”
Barricade struggled to contain his exasperation. "'l will remain here. | will not risk the Nemesis on behdf
of such recklessness."

"No oneisasking you to do so. We do not need the Nemesis to defeat them,” Blackout sneered.

"Perhaps not," Barricade replied, "but even you must admit that Optimus Primeis no weekling. If heis
indeed out there with the Ark, then you will be lucky to come back with your limbsintact." He paused
briefly. ™Y ou will be lucky to come back at dl.”

"'So many words signifying nothing,” Blackout responded condescendingly. " Clearly we are different, you
and . Mysdlf, | was made for action not idle prattle. Besides, we have a surprise for them." He looked
to hisleft. "Don't we Scorponok?"

The much smaller multilimbed Decepticon standing nearby did not reply. He was not atalker. He did not
need to be.

There was nothing left to say. Turning, Blackout led his eager followers off the bridge.

"Captain, our subsidiary communications system the one derived from studies of the Ice Man appears
to befully functiond. | can try to send amessage, though given our, um, somewhat remote location it's
doubtful whether it will reach Earth." Gonzaez gave adight shrug and gestured € oquently with one hand.
"It's not like we even have any ideahow far awvay we are. Of course, none of the engineers who puit it
together pretends to understand exactly how the system works. Asyou know, the main components of
the receiving complex back on Earth are derived from ongoing studies of the same dien science. Physics
as metaphysics, some of thetechsliked to say. I'll giveit atry, and we can hope for the best.”

Thompson smiled encouragingly, first at her, then at Walker. "The power requirements aren't onerous.
Wheat do we have to lose?'

"Nothing we haven't probably aready logt." Walker nodded to his communications officer. "Go ahead,
Marialet'sgiveit ashot.”

She stared back at him. "What are you going to say?"
"I'm not sure yet. Just tell me when you're reedy.”

Twidting in her set, she performed some fina adjustments to the unprecedented communications
instrumentation, then alerted the waiting Waker with abrief nod. " Ready as can be without the lce Man



hereto offer suggestions.”

Waker had one more notion. "Aslong as the gear doesn't react adversely, keep resending asaloop.”
"Will do, for aslong as nothing objects," shetold him.

"Good," hereplied. "Let'sdoit.”

"Ready when you are, Captain.”
Turning to the console pickup, Walker took a deep breath before starting.

"Thisis Captain Samud Walker, commanding Ghost One, calling SSAB Command. Our current
position is unknown; crew are safe. Request position assistance using aien-derived locator beacon.
Postsolar acceleration propelled ship well beyond database. Transit wormhole or other unknown
adirophysical distortion probable. Present location extrasolar. | repeat, extrasolar. Subsequent visua-only
contact made with multiple dien artifacts that, while different, possess marked resemblance to lce Man.
Visud indication of possible hostile reaction to our presence. Please advise asto course of preferred
action. Meanwhile will react and respond as circumstances dictate. Walker out.”

"Visud indication of possible hostile reaction to our presence?" Thompson was unableto restrain a
chuckle. "That'skind of an understatement, wouldn't you say? Did you get agood look at those things?'

"l can't confirm that they're aggressive until we have incontrovertible evidence of intent,” Walker
countered. "Mere gppearance isn't sufficient. That doesn't mean we can't ask for advice.”

"All right, so what do we do now?" Thompson asked.

"Sit here and wait? Hope our message gets through before the diensfind us and do whatever it isthat
diensdo to foreignerswho show up in their backyard unannounced and uninvited?'

Walker glared at hisfriend. "That's exactly what we're going to do. Lie low, hope that cockamamie
cobbled-together dien transmitter actually works across interstellar distances, and wait to seeif SSAB
Command gets back to us. Unlessyou have any better ideas?’

Awarethat he might have framed his concern in an unnecessarily provocative manner, Thompson
lowered hisvoice. "Actually, yes| believe | do."

"Well, don't keep it dl to yoursdlf." Walker gestured impatiently for his copilot to continue. "L et's hear it."

Thompson shifted awkwardly in his seet. "L ook, we don't know if our message will get through. We
don't know if the aliens are going to pursue us down here, ignore us and go away, or maybe just | don't
know, implant uswith little baby |ce Men or something. But there's one thing we do know reasonably
well, and that's this ship. We've got sophi sticated weapons and evasive capabilities. What we don't have
isagood secure position. Let'stry to conceal ourselves as best we can from external observation. Then,
if we're blown to bitslater, we might at least have alittle timeto avail ourselves of the unprecedented
opportunity to be the first of our kind to explore an dien planet.” He nodded at Gonzalez. "If the alien
communicator works, even if we don't get back ourselves, the information we could gather and pass
aong would beinvaudble

"l second that." Asthe expedition's science officer, Avery would have been expected to support
Thompson enthusiagtically.

"And me," Clarkson added bare seconds later.



Waker nodded dowly, considering his copilot'swords. Hisfriend was right on both counts. They
needed to be as prepared as possible for whatever might come next, and at the sametime seize the
initiative in their responghbility to science and humanity. He grinned. ™Y ou heard him, people. Let's get
moving."

"Captain, wait." Eyeing hisingtruments, Clarkson sounded suddenly concerned. "1 just picked up
something on sensors. It's pretty big, and heading our way."

Walker's expression tightened. " So much for scientific exploration. Get our weapons ready, Jake. It
looks like we're about to have company.”

Chapter Five

Kinnear picked up the phone on thefirst ring.
"Colond, thisis Simmons. Switch to asecure line call me back.”
No hello, no how are things? The connection clicked briefly before going dead.

"Ah, hdl," Kinnear mumbled. The Old Man never caled unless something wasredly bothering him. Had
he aready heard that Ghost 1 had gone missing? Why ese would Smmons bother with a closed call?

Easy, hetold himsdf. Don't buy trouble. You've already got enough of the free variety.

Switching to the red phone, he punched in anumber one of those specia sequences of digits that was
not scrawled on any notepad or typed into his Rolodex. Certain numbers had to be memorized. Not that
it was unobtainable by persistent and persuasive enemy agents, but it was one they would have to work a
lot harder tofilch.

Few people knew the inner workings of Sector Seven. Those in the know were aware that despite the
absence of any forma rank, Walter Smmons wasthe real power in the agency. Occasiondly that lack of
military experience troubled Kinnear. He himsdalf was afull colond. He had come up through the ranksin
'Nam, had fought in combat that did not make the evening news, had seen men and women die messily
and donein action. On one occasion he had been forced to leave behind afatally wounded officer, a
good man and agood friend. The regs were glass-clear on how to deal with such stuations. He could
have ordered a subordinate, agrunt, to do the job.

Kinnear had administered the necessary final shot himsalf. The man had been his friend.

Given the blood he had seen and the decay he had smelled and the daily horrors he had survived, why
should he have to answer to someone who had never served aday in uniform, much lessin combat? Y es,
the lack bothered him.

On the other hand, Simmons was privy to dangerous secrets and shadowy doingsthat Kinnear, a
graightforward soldier, had no desire to know. He had seen how visitors from Washington deferred to
the Old Man, even if only verbaly. Simmons not only knew where alot of the skeletonswere

buried but aso knew how they had become skeletonized. The repercussions manifested themsalvesin
small but important ways. Alone among those individuals assigned to Sector Seven, only Simmons could
conjure up equipment, personnel, cash, and whatever €l se happened to be needed at the moment just by



diading anumber. A useful man to know, to have on your sde. Also alittle bit scary.

Simmons and hisfamily had been involved in Sector Seven work from itsinception. Kinnear snorted. It
wouldn't surprise him abit if someday the Old Man's son was running the show. Or given the way things
were going these days his daughter.

The voice on the other end of the line omitted any pleasantries. The brusqueness did not bother Kinnesar.
He knew Simmons well enough to expect it. The Old Man was not deliberately rude just businesdike.

"Colond, | keep hearing things. When [ try to inquire as to the details, the people in question mutter
their responses. | don't like mutterers. Doesn't ook good in the reports. "We're ten percent over budget,
the supplier muttered.’ It's bad news. | want a status update on everything that's going on there. Don't
leave anything out. And Tom?"

"Yes Sr?
"Don't mutter."

Might aswell tart with the good news, Kinnear decided. "Operation Ice Man is on schedule, Sir.
Transport to the coast will beginin " He glanced at the wall clock. " thirty-eight minutes. Everything is
online and on timetable. The freeze-transfer methods the tech boys put together are functioning asal the
models predicted.”

"Very good." Simmons paused briefly. "And?"

Kinnear swallowed. He had considered severd possible approaches to breaking the news and had
discarded them all. There was no way to sugarcoat what had happened.

"Thereiswe are facing the possibility of an operational difficulty withGhost One, sr." There, he
decided. That was direct but minima. He wondered if he would be allowed to get away withiit.

Hewas not.
"'Possbility'? Don't dance with me, Colond. | have atendency to kick. Explain.”

That wasthat, Kinnear realized. He dumped everything he had held back. "We're currently having
difficulties|ocating the ship, Sir. Everyone available has been put to work on it since the breskdown.
Engineering believesit may be nothing more than a sraightforward communicetions glitch.” Or, he
thought, it could be something worse. Something a lot worse. But Kinnear saw no advantagein
pointing that out to the Old Man unless he was pressed for afurther opinion.

Simmons sounded smultaneoudy angry and irritated. "Oh, for God's sakel Why wasn't | informed
immediady?'

Kinnear took adeep breeth. "That was my decision, sr. Were till working on trying to determine the
ship'sexact gatus. | didn't want to forward a hasty report that might have been not only in error, but aso
unnecessaily distressing.”

"I see" Kinnear could amost hear the whedlsin the Old Man's head grinding against one another at the
other end of theline. "And if it's not acommunications glitch?"

"Anything ispossible, sr. You know that aswell as anyone. Nothing like this has ever been tried before.
Hdl, nothing like Ghost One and its journey have ever been contemplated before. Utilizing
reverse-engineered alien technology, attempting asolar cometary " He let hisvoicetrail away before



finishing, "Assoon as| have something more definitive, I'll inform you immediately.”
"No, youwont,” Simmonsinformed him. "Someone e se will inform. You have something el seto do.”

"Sir?' Kinnear held the phone close. What charming excursion did Sector Seven havein mind for him this
time? He had afedling it would not involve the relaxing weekend in New Y ork that had been promised to
him amonth ago.

"Y ou're going with the lce Man,” Simmons explained tersdly. "I want you to persondly oversee his
trandfer from the base al the way down to the newly completed station site.”

Swallowing past the sudden tightnessin histhroat, Kinnear asked uncertainly, "Are you relieving me of
my command, Sr?'

There was aweary sigh from the other end of the phone. "No, Colonel Tom. I'm not. It'sjust that we
have anew you're not the only one who hasto deal with unexpected problems, you know. One of our
field operatives hanging around abar close to Lubyanka recently acquired someinteresting intelligence.
It's as ketchy as atwo-year-old's drawing, but the gist of it isthat somehow the Soviets have infiltrated
us up there. We don't know how deep it goes or for how long it has been going on, but the short version
isthat your situation may have been compromised. I've seen the report. It could be nothing morethan a
disruptive KGB plant, it could be incorrectly decoded or it could be something real. But until | and the
rest of the pam readers down here determine exactly what's going on, | want my best man handling
oversght.”

Not ademotion; acompliment. Kinnear was visibly relieved, though there was no one present to share
his satisfaction. "I understand, sir. Persondlly, 1've seen nothing to justify that kind of suspicion. Personnel
have been unchanged for some time, and my people on watch haven't reported anything out of the
ordinary. How good isthisintel ?*

"Likel sad, it'shazy at best. But we can't chance knowledge of the Ice Man falling into Soviet hands
much lessthelce Man himsdlf. We've got problems enough in the world without adding that to the mix.
Is Lieutenant Colondl Nolan il running the day-to-day on Ghost One?"

"Ya S r.n

"Glad to hear it. Good man. Tell him | want an update on Ghost One's status in no more than two hours,
even if the Stuation remains static between now and then. It's possiblethat if we are dedling with an
infiltration, it may be focused on the mission rather than the lce Man. Fill himin on the Situation, Tom. In
the meantime, | want you assuming direct command of Operation Ice Man until completion.
Understood?’

"Yes, ar." Well, at least he would soon be working in warmer weather. That would go along way
toward making up for the long, tense hours that now lay ahead of him. Hewouldn't get much rest until the
Ice Man had been safely ddlivered to hisnew homein the lower forty-eight. "I understand, sir.”

"I knew that you would, Tom. In addition to what will go into the officid follow-up, you aso have my
persona thanks. Keep me posted along theway.” A startled Kinnear wondered, Was that a hint of a
chuckle at the other end of the line?"Y ou're going on the mother of dl road trips."

"I'll seetoit, sir," Kinnear replied. "I'll make sure we get where we need to when we need to.” He
hesitated uncertainly, then decided to risk it. "'If we run into trouble, we can dways stop and buy afew
bags of ice dong theway."



"That'sthe spirit, Colonedl! That'swhy | keep making sure you get your promotions.”
Tomwinced at theimplied paterndism. "Thank you, Sr."
"I'll beintouch." There wasaclick as Smmons terminated the conversation.

The Old Man was as subtle as a punch in the nose. Kinnear recalled one of hisfirst meetingswith
Simmons. Subordinates and colleagues were calling him the Old Man even then. Both men had found
themsdavesin abriefing on Southeast Asia, which was just beginning to heat up before exploding into a
full-fledged conflagration. During the briefing Smmons had directly and bluntly addressed the vice
president of the United States, calling him abarely literate peasant who was going to get alot of men
killed for no discernible reason. At the end of the deposition he had stood up, dropped a couple of
dominoes on the tablein front of him, snapped, "There's the sum of your theory dl plastic and no
substance," and walked out of the room. The congressional chamber that was being used for the briefing
had not seen the kind of silence that followed Simmonssrant sinceit had been necessary to closeit off
while it was decontaminated for vermin.

Theintervening years had not changed the Old Man abit. Meanwhile vice presidents had come and
gone. Lately rumor had it that Sector Seven was going to be shut down as a separate, autonomous entity,
and that everything was going to be put under the control of the military and the office of the president
himself. That might loosen things up, Kinnear mused. Or it might be the end of Sector Seven's unique
project atogether.

He yawned, stood up and stretched, then walked over to the rack and grabbed his parka. It was usually
colder down in the Research Division, and he had alot of work to do.

Wl conceded within the twists and turns of a dark igneous formation, Bumblebee peered carefully
around the black rocks at the alien ship. He was more than close enough to get an up-close view of the
strange craft. It made no sense. Why would anyone attempting to emulate Cybertronian design
downgrade the numerous advanced systems? The materid that had been used in fabrication was but a
pale imitation of Decepticon body armor. Even acasud eva uation was sufficient to prove to Bumblebee
that this strange visitor wasfar inferior to anything originating on Cybertron.

In addition, there was this curious and unsettling matter of the organic life-formsit contained.

A more detailed scan of the vessel showed that they were sill inside and, in their own soft, pulpy way,
very much dive. They did gppear to have some primitive scanning technology of their own. Though they
had given no sign, it was possible they were aware of his presence.

He brooded over the situation. Now that he could confirm that the visitor seemed innocuous enough, he
could smply leave. That would be the sensible thing to do: there was the impending skirmish to think of.
On the other hand, while he and Optimus and the other Autobots were battling Decepticons, the bizarre
visitors might take the opportunity to leave, making it impossible to learn anything more about them.

While they had readied their weapons out in space, they had not attacked. Given the chance, they had
elected to flee rather than fight. Whatever else the diens might be, this strongly implied they were not
inherently aggressive. Though that did not tell him what they were, it did tell him one thing they were not.
Confronted by Autobots, rarely would a Decepticon or Decepticon aly ever pass up a chance for battle.

Therefore, it stood to reason that whatever he was looking at was not an enemy. Since the Decepticons
barely managed to get dong with one another, it was hardly likely one of them would be ableto do so
with aclugter of tiny internaized organic symbionts. Given their Sze and primitive weapons systems, they



certainly did not present avery seriousthreat. Not even to asmaler Autobot like himsdif.

Stepping out from among the rocks and ddliberately exposing himsdlf, he started walking toward the ship.
He kept hisweapons conceded and his hands visible and open. If they were intelligent and aso curious,
it might be possible to establish communication with them. Learning why their vessd so closaly imitated
Cybertronian designs might be as easy as asking directly. Optimus often said that the best scouts were
the ones who took the initiative. Though he was not aslarge or as powerful as some of his brethren,

initiative was a characteristic Bumblebee could boast of in quantity.

He called out as he moved closer. Would they be able to understand adigital greeting? Did they have
accessto trandators, or to broadcast direct cerebra input?

A horribly familiar shape suddenly appeared from above. Bumblebee whirled, just in timeto seethe
massve form of Starscream plummeting out of the sky directly toward him.

All thoughts of interspecies contact were forgotten as Bumblebee instantaneoudy ranked his options. He
had little hope of defeating the much larger Decepticon, who was aso faster and mounted much more
powerful wegpons. Under such circumstances flight was the best, and maybe the only, choice.
Regrettably, given his surroundings and his physica stuation, it was not avery promising one.

"Perish, Autobot!" Starscream screeched. His pulse cannonsfired as he closed in on Bumblebee's
exposed position.

Maybe next time! Retreating at speed, Bumblebee darted back into the cover of the tortured volcanic
formation from which he had emerged earlier and unleashed his own weaponry &t the diving Decepticon.

Forced to evade, Starscream let out an eectronic snarl along with another heavy barrage. Energy blasts
ripped glowing furrows into the ground. Rock that had long ago been molten turned white hot and liquid
once again.

Threatened with entombment, Bumblebee drew upon his persona datato transform hatily into a
four-whedled vehicle capable of astonishing speed and agility over the mogt difficult terrain. Aloft, he
could not hope to evade the much faster Starscream. The ground offered opportunities for concealment
and cover that the open sky did not. He would take his chances on the surface.

Every time Starscream's sensors ranged the fleeing Autobot, Bumblebee would pivot or reverse course.
When the Decepticon dowed down to try to match his ground-bound target's speed, his quarry would
speed up. Bumblebee's wegpons systems might not be the equa of his pursuer's, but his processors were
just asfast. The hunt became a deadly game of speed-up, dow-down, and reposition, with each fighting
mechanoid trying to outguess the other and anticipate his adversary's next move. Throughout it al
Starscream maintained asteadly if futilefire.

Below, Bumblebee kept darting and dashing, making maximum use of whatever cover the tectonically
tormented planetary surface provided. If he could hold out long enough, Starscream might make a
mistake. He might over- or undershoot badly. That would give Bumblebee time enough to transform
back to his primary shape and flee the planet's gravity. Once clear of the atmosphere and depending on
the lead time available to him, he could conceivably makeit back to the Ark beforethetrailing
Decepticon blew him out of the ether.

As he continued to race and run for hislife, it occurred to him to wonder what had brought Starscream to
this empty, uninhabited world in the first place. Had he tracked Bumblebee's descent or were the
Decepticons dso aware of and interested in the dien visitor? Given that peculiar craft's uncanny
resemblance to Decepticon designs, such interest would hardly be surprising. There was, Bumblebee



decided as he took asharp turn to the right, agood deal more of interest here than making contact with a
sentient organic species. Certainly it warranted further investigation.

None of which hewould be diveto participatein if he didn't keep moving.

"Lieutenant Jensen!”

As he passed through the last of the three climate locks and entered the research zone, Kinnear's breath
became visblein front of hisface. Smilar puffs of condensation marked the location of individua
technicians, engineers, members of the science team, and specialized contract workers, giving the
gpacious enclosed areathe look of Y elowstone in winter.

"Here, Sr!" Jensen'svoice cdled back. Waving his handsto clear theair in front of him as he advanced,
the junior officer stepped around the corner of the massive, multiwheeled, custom-built trangporter.

"Sorry to interrupt your work. | know how busy you must be." Kinnear nodded to where personnel were
racing to finish thefind preparations for the move. "How busy everyoneis.

"Not aproblem, sir." Jensen halted in front of his superior. "What can | do for you?'

"I'm coming with you," Kinnear told him. "I've been ordered to personally oversee the transport of the
Ice Man from hereall the way to the new facility in the States.”

Jensen's brows lifted dightly. "Ordered, sir?!

"Even | report to someone else, Lieutenant.” Looking past the younger man, Kinnear studied the
trangporter. Smilar vehicles had been constructed and customized to move missile stages and entire
buildings. They were dow but sturdy. That suited Operation Ice Man. Having to try to explain the lce
Man if they had an accident was not a scenario he wanted to deal with. "What's our current status?”

Before answering, Jensen pursed hislipsin thought. "Are you surethisisagood idea, sr? With dl due
respect, you're not afield man anymore, and while | don't anticipate trouble, it would bother me if
anything did go wrong and your retirement was to be jeopardized.”

Incredulous, Kinnear silently counted to ten, doing his best when he spoke to keep hisvoicelevd. "l may
have been a desk jockey for awhile now, but I've beenin the 'field' longer than you've been dlive." He
straightened. "Y our concern for my future well-being is commendable, Lieutenant, but misplaced. I've
been given my orders and you've got yours. Once again: what's our status?”'

Jensen nodded once, sharply, then announced, "We're good to go, sr." He glanced a hiswatch. "The
lce Manissecure, and al relevant systems are up and running. The escort vehicles are waiting for us
outside. Once the find checks are done, we can load up the last of our technicians and head out.”

"That'swhat | wanted to hear." Kinnear forced asmile. Thetwo of them were going to share somelong,
anxious days ahead, and it would not do to start out with any awkward feglings real or perceived.
"Lieutenant, er, there's something | need to mention to you."

"Sir?" Jensen queried.

"I'vejust been made aware of some possible security concerns. Nothing for certain, but serious enough
to warrant taking alittle extra care. Thereis an outside chance that we may have aforeign operativein
our midst." A pair of techs approached, and he waited for them to pass on by before continuing. " Sector
HQ received someintelligence that suggests our base here may have been infiltrated.”



Jensen's eyeswent wide. "That's hard to believe, S, given the rigorousness of our security procedures.”

"I'd like to think we both know our people here very well, Lieutenant,” Kinnear replied, "but it's
impossibleto follow everyone closdly. Security level isupped two stages as of now. If anyone asks about
the change, pressthem on why they'reinquiring. If you're convinced they're asreliable as we hope
everyone hereis, tdl them the upgrade is part of apreprogrammed drill!" His expression was somber.
"Hopefully thet'll be the extent of it."

"Moving aong: let's get the various team leadersin here for aquick briefing. There are acouple of items|
want to run by al of you before we set out. Oh, and tell'em to bring their maps. Were going to make a
last-minute change to our origind route.”

"That's going to add time and trou " Jensen stopped midprotest, took a step back, and saluted quickly
at someone gpproaching from behind the colond. "Sir.”

Kinnear turned to see Phil Nolan headed hisway, hurriedly dodging the tangles of cables and stacks of
crates and containersthat littered the floor of the hangar like an undersized tailback with half the
defensive line of the Chicago Bears close on histail.

"Tom!" Nolan cdled out. "Hold on aminute!™
Kinnear turned. "What's up, Phil? Y ou look like you just hit the [ottery.”

The other officer was nearly out of breath. "Y ou're not gonnabdlieveit. | don't believeit. Wegot a
transmisson from Walker!"

Glancing around and noticing that asmall crowd was starting to gather, Kinnear stepped forward and put
aregraining hand on hisfriend's shoulder. "Let's go upstairs. There's something you need to know,

ayway."
"All right, sure, but thiswill only take "

"A minute, | know." Kinnear gazed meaningfully into the other officer's eyes. "But not out here, okay?"
Helooked back at the silent but attentive Jensen. "Lieutenant, get your team leaders and their
supplementstogether. Have everyonein my officein ten minutes."

"Yes, gr." Pivoting on his hed, Jensen moved off smartly to gather the requested specididts.

"Come on, Phil." Kinnear led the way toward the stairs leading up to his second-floor office. "We need
to talk." The other officer's enthusiasm could not excuse his lack of discretion in the trangport chamber.
Kinnear ground histeeth. The man had been driving adesk for too long. He had stopped thinking like a
soldier and gtarted thinking like adamn civilian.

No one intercepted them as they climbed the prefab staircase, their boots clanging on the metal steps.
Onceingde his office, Kinnear shut the door behind them and gestured toward a seet. " Sit down."”
Moving behind the desk, he settled expectantly into hisown chair. Y ou said we received atransmisson?
That'sterrific, wonderful. Terrific, and unbdievable. What did it say?"

Nolan pulled his chair close and removed adip of paper from his breast pocket.

"It reads, Thisis Captain Samud Waker, commanding Ghost One, caling SSAB Command. Our
current position is unknown; crew are safe. Reguest position assistance using aien-derived locator
beacon. Postsolar acceleration propelled ship well beyond database. Transit wormhole or other
unknown astro-physica distortion probable. Present location extrasolar. | repeet, extrasolar. Subsequent



visua-only contact made with multiple dien artifacts that, while different, possess marked resemblance to
Ice Man. Visua indication of possible hogtile reaction to our presence. Please advise asto course of
preferred action. Meanwhile will react and respond as circumstances dictate. Walker out.' "Nolan tossed
the printout onto the desk. "That'sdl of it."

Kinnear paused for amoment to ponder the fantastic contents of the message. "'Present location
extrasolar'?'Alien artifacts? 'Hostile reaction to our presence?’ He gaped at the other officer. "Where
the hell are they? They're supposed to be on their way out to the edge of the solar system, and then back
toward Jupiter for dingshot back to Earth. And what's al this about wormholes and distortions?!

Nolan pursed hislips. "WEéll, at this point we redly don't know what to make of alot of it. But the
scientists and the techs have been able to agree on afew things. | was on my way to update you when
the transmission camethrough.”

"At thispoint, I'm happy to live with 'afew things," Kinnear told him. "Let's hear them."

Nolan tapped the printout. "We were finaly able to trace back the alien locator beacon. The transmission
didn't come through normal space. That'sin keeping with what the techs predicted when they put the
design together." He swallowed. "We don't know where Ghost One ison itsway to, except that it's
somewhere outside the solar system.” Kinnear's eyes widened. "Way outside the solar system. Could be
twenty light-years, could be twenty thousand.”

"What?' Kinnear dmogt yelled. "Don't throw distances like that at me, Phil. We know what kind of
speed Ghost iscgpable of, and it's not even amiddling fraction of alight-year. How'd they get that far?
That's not even conceivable.”

"I know, | know," Nolan acknowledged. " Our best engineering people are working on the models now,
but the fundamental dement isright therein Waker's transmisson. Maybe wormholes or smilar
digtortionsin the continuum are more common than we suspected when you get closer to the sun. We
haven't sent enough probes there to know one way or the other. Whatever kind of dimensional
deformation the Ghost encountered, the bottom lineisthat the ship went into it and came

out somewhere else.”

Kinnear knew Nolan was expecting some kind of response from him, but what could he say? Hewas a
soldier and an administrator in Sector Seven. He knew alot about people and just enough about physics.
He looked past the hopeful officer. Eingtein didn't walk through the door to bail him out, and neither did
Planck. Too bad.

"If you'relooking for ideas from me, Phil, I'm afraid you're waiting on thewrong brain," hefinaly
responded. " So now what? We got a transmission from them. Can you send areply? What do the techs
say about getting them home?”

Nolan shook his head dowly. "Were going to try to transmit back to them, but Tom " His voice faded
to awhisper beforetrailing off completdly.

Though he feared he knew what was coming, Kinnear had to ask. "What isit?"

"They Wéll, it'sextremely unlikely that they can make it home. Even if they could retrace their precise
course without an iota.of deviation, it might not matter.”

"Why not?'

"A wormhole, if that isindeed what they went through, istheoretically unstable at best. It can move



around, it can collgpse under its own gravitational forces at any time. Or vanish and regppear somewhere
else like hafway across the galaxy, or even outsideit. In addition, just because a particular time-space
digtortion allowstravel oneway, that doesn't mean it wouldn't annihilate a solid object attempting to
travel in the opposite direction.” Hisfinger traced aimless designs on the tabletop. "It's not like the daily
commute over the Verrazano, Tom."

"Oh, hdl."

"Moreor less" Nolan looked away. "I'm afraid that we're going to lose them. According to some of the
science guys, there's nothing left to do but write the postmortems.”

"Damn," Kinnear murmured tightly. "So you're telling me that there's no other options? No other way for
them to get back?'

"Not as we understand the physics of it right now," Nolan replied. "We're working on it, obvioudy, and if
we can come up with something, we will. But we're dealing with a situation where our best people aren't
even sure they understand the physica moddsinvolved.”

Kinnear nodded. "All right, but no matter what, if you do manage to get atransmission through to the
Ghost, you don't tell them the odds, okay? At least not yet. We don't want them to lose hope out there
until wevelogt it here. Do the techs have any idea how long thiswormhole or ditortion islikely to remain

open?'

Nolan leaned back in his seet. "A minute. An hour. A week." He shrugged. "We can't call up the
wormhole forecast for theimmediate galactic vicinity. We just don't know, Tom. How can you ask
someoneto give a probability for something we weren't even sure existed until this happened?”

"Okay, | understand." Forget the physics, Kinnear told himsdf. Stick to something you do know, like
how men and women react under stress. "They know that they'rein trouble and | still don't
understand this business about dien artifacts and such but they aso need to be told there's a chance
they can make it home. Give them the best advice you can, but like | said, keep it optimistic.”

"Understood.” Nolan's expression twisted. "1 wish | had better news."
"Me, too. And it only getsworse."

"Worse? How could this get worse?"

"The Old Man thinksweve got an infiltrator,” Tom informed him.
Nolan stared. "A spy? Industria ?'

Kinnear smiled humorlesdy. "Any of your people manifested a serious desire lately for vodkaor
borscht?"

Chapter Six

It was not so much that Starscream gave up the chase as that he found himsalf distracted. Neither the
aien vessd nor the puny organic creatures onboard had made amove to intervene in his ongoing skirmish



with Bumblebee. Indeed, they had shown no interest init at al. Hovering high above, he made a choice.
Eradication of the infuriatingly nimble Autobot could wait until later. At the moment he found himself more
and more drawn to theinexplicable dien vigtor.

A quick but thorough transcan confirmed that the rough design wasin fact somewhat derived from
Cybertronian sources. But the technology that had been used to build it was extremely primitive. The
dloy that wasthe principa component of the vessd's hull wasinsubgtantid. A single blast from his pulse
cannonswould in al likelihood reduce it to blackened scrap.

Stll, hiscuriosity was piqued. Considering its unashamedly crude origins, how had it cometo be herein
this distant and uninhabited place? Plainly these lifeforms understood little about the basics of advanced
mechanoid technology. Reviewing the details of his scan, Starscream redlized that he could interface with
their laughable computer systems, though he would have to carefully moderate the speed a which he
tranamitted data or risk overloading their entire system.

Knowledge was one of the pillars of power. How wasit that these frail organics may have possibly
encountered Megatron and survived long enough to not only study hisdesign, but actualy adapt it to their
ends? What did they know about the long-missing leader of the Decepticons? And most important, how
could heturn any such information to his own advantage?

As he scanned insde the ship, it was gpparent that the organic life-formswerein apanic at his presence.
They had wegpons. Not that he believed they could serioudy harm him with them, but one could never
be certain. Lower life-forms could be surprisingly devious. So far, they had not attacked. It was possible
that they realized how overmatched they were and had no desire to provoke afight. On that basis aone
hewaswilling to credit them for minimd intelligence.

Of course, lower life-forms did not have amonopoly on deviousness.

Getting information from them, for example, would be fagter, easier, and more efficient if he could
convincethemto shareit willingly. While he could extract what he wished from their tiny onboard data
bank, drawing information from sometimes recacitrant living beings could be dow and messy.

A plan began to take shapein hismind, and Star-scream allowed himself amoment of amusement.
Touching down nearby, he scanned the ship's unprotected interna communications until he isolated the
unbelievably simple programming. A moment or two was dl that was required for him to download all
the datain the onboard storage. It required several moments for him to process, anadlyze, and trandate
the basics of their unsophiticated language. He reviewed the first message he intended to display on their
interna visual monitors, and then sent it.

"Greetings. It isfortunate that | arrived when | did. The other creature you encountered would surely
have destroyed you and your ship otherwise.”

That should do it, he decided. Straight to the point and not too complex for their smple protein-based
brains. It had been along time since he'd had the opportunity to apply time-honored Decepticon Strategy
to anonmechanoidd life-form.

It felt good.

Optimus stared out at the dark shapesthat were making their way toward the Ark from the far sde of

the nearby moon. Silently he cursed himself for not trusting his earlier hesitation. It should have been
obviousfrom theinitia sighting that the unusua aien ship was a Decepticon trgp of not-so-subtle design.
How elseto explain its obvious yet distorted Cybertronian resemblance? When directnessfalled, enemies



often resorted to trickery. Usually he could see it coming and unravel the ruse wdll in advance. Thistime
he had dismissed his suspicions. Now a battle, with the Ark and his friends once again at risk, seemed
inevitable

How many times had he aready faced the Decepticons and survived with his Spark intact? Too many to
count. But every clash exacted aprice. In energy, in patience or worse still, in colleagues forever lost.
Each battle made the Allspark seem more and more adistant god, the likelihood of finding it and
restoring Cybertron to what it had once been was a dream that was dowly fading into the distance of
time. They had spent so long searching for it that sometimes the search seemed to have become an end
unto itsdlf.

Moments like this made Optimus think that it was time for them to put the quest asde. Timefor them to
find anew home where they could live out a peaceful existence. The gdlaxy in dl itsendless possibilities
was simply too vast the places the Allspark could have fetched up too many to make continuing the
search for it aredistic endeavor.

Drifting next to him beneeth the looming bulk of the Ark, awatchful Jazz gave hisleader agentle nudge.
"At least when Megatron was in charge he had some restraint. He knew when to pick and choose the
time and place for afight. I'm starting to think that Starscream would destroy the Allspark itsdlf if it meant
finishing usoff.”

"Y ou must be reading my thoughts." Optimus turned to hisfriend. “The notion of having to engagein
battle every time we exit back into norma space exhausts my patience. Ratchet, what do your scans
show?'

With Jazz having insisted on leaving the ship to face the Decepticons, Ratchet was now in sole command
of the Ark. With Ironhide covering his other flank, Optimus felt that the three of them were asready as
they could be to face the coming ondaught. He was restless but not afraid. They had survived worse.

"No report back yet from Bumblebee," Ratchet was telling them. ™Y ou've got three Decepticons headed
inyour direction. Anayzing their energy sgnatures, I'd say it'smost likely Blackout, Bonecrusher, and
Frenzy. I've dso got alock on the Nemesis, but it's holding position at the moment.” He paused, then
added, "Not that | expect it to stay that way."

"Optimus," Ironhide rumbled, "we should attack now. For once, let's strike the first blow rather than
waiting for it to fall. The defensive strategies we have used repegtedly in the past are becoming too
familiar to our enemies. One day they will find ameansto overcomethem.”

"I know how you fed, Ironhide,” Optimus conceded. "But you know that's not our way and never can
be. Once we succumb to the temptation of first strike, we mark ourselves as no better than the
Decepticons.”

"I'm just asfamiliar with the old principles as you, Optimus,” Ironhide responded. "It'snot that | disagree
with them, or with you." His attention was directed outward, at the ominous oncoming shapes. "I'm just
asking you to consider that we won't be any better than the Decepticonsif we're annihilated, either.”

"In amoment neither of you will haveto worry about the viability of your position,” Ratchet interjected.
"Herethey come."

Scrutinizing the approaching Decepticons as they approached soundlessy across the void, Optimus
plotted Strategy. "Jazz, | want you to take Frenzy. Ironhide, you've got Blackout. I'll deal with
Bonecrusher.”



Everyone quietly voiced their understanding. Jazz mumbled something about always having to fight the
little ones. Optimus smiled inwardly. His companions were dedicated and supportive, and he was proud
to betheir leader. Proud to be one of them, conscious of the trust they had placed in him. Although he
had been Prime for many centuries he could see that their confidence in him was still strong, even when
on occasion they were beset by doubts asto the likelihood of their mission's success. They had all
suffered injury and loss, he reminded himsdlf. They had the right to question him, as Ironhide hed just
done, even though it was rare that a significant failure had occurred through any fault of his.

The seemingly endless quest wastaking itstoll onthem al, mentaly aswell as physicdly. Perhaps
Ironhide wasright. Maybeit was timeto dter tactics. He glanced up at the Ark.

"Change of plans," he announced abruptly. "Ironhide, you and Jazz go back to the ship. | know it doesn't
carry the kind of firepower that we do individualy it's atransport, after all but ready everything that
you can.”

"Ahh, you were listening!" There was ateasing notein Ironhide's voice. "And while we're secured on the
Ark what will you be doing?' He gestured toward the oncoming Decepticons. "Keeping al the
excitement for yoursdf, isthet it?'

Optimuslaughed. "I'll be going out to teach our impulsve friends alesson, if that's what you mean.”
"Not without me." Jazz wasingstent. "l won't let you go out there done.”

Optimus turned to his combative smaller companion. "Ironhideisright, Jazz. It's time we approached
thingsalittle differently. Let me handleit thistime. I'm tired of seeing my friends get hurt.”

"You're not having dl the fun without me," Jazz protested.

"Yes| am." Optimus pointed up at their ship. "Now get moving. If what | havein mind pansout, I'm
going to need both of you on the Ark."

Grabbing Jazz by the arm, Ironhide started toward the hangar bay. "Come on, Jazz. Optimus knows
what he'sdoing so let'slet him do it."

"All right," Jazz muttered unhappily. "A command's acommand but | don't havetolikeit."
"No, you don't,”" Ironhide agreed as he continued to haul hisfriend toward the ship.

Optimus smiled to himself. The younger Autobot continued to argue even as he was half guided, half
dragged into the Ark. For al hisimpulsiveness and flair, Jazz was agood soldier and boon companion.
Someday he would make afine administrator. Someday if there was ever again anything to administrate.

Heturned away from the Ark and launched himsdlf out into space. Noting his change of pogtion, the
Decepticonsimmediately swerved to intercept. They also unloaded their combined wegponry, but at this
extreme range it was easy for him to evade incoming fire as he led them away from the ship.

"Kegp moving!" That was Ratchet transmitting, Optimus knew. "Wl swing into position to cover you!"

The Ark wasin motion, maneuvering for the best possible advantage while keeping clear of thefighting. It
wasvita to give Optimus a chance to return fire while not compromising hisroom to evade. The
weapons on the Ark opened up, and he heard Ratchet broadcast his personal battle cry. When the
Decepticons adjusted to confront the new threat, Optimus unexpectedly whirled and shot directly at his
attackers.



Asthe massive figure of Bonecrusher closed the space between them, asmall meta shape shot away
from Blackout's body. Extending forward, metal pincersreached for Optimuss chest plate. The much
smaller Decepticon dammed into the Autobot |eader.

Scorponok! The vicious little mechanoid must have been fully repaired since their last encounter, Optimus
redized with adart.

The frenetic Decepticon's multiple limbs were afrenzied blur asthey fought to penetrate Optimuss
ventra plating. If Scorponok could cut hisway past the armor to the systems below, Optimus knew he
would beinred trouble.

Grabbing at his chest while continuing to elude his pursuers, hetried to work his hands beneeth the feral
metallic monstrosty. He managed to grasp one of the pincers and shoveit away, twisting until the
composite tendons within the metal began to fail. Pressing his advantage, he plunged his other hand into
his attacker's far less heavily armored chest cavity and tore furioudy at the instrumentation and electronics
within.

Scorponok scrambled madly as he tried to escape. Optimus was happy to ass<, flinging the Decepticon
away from him as hard as he could. His instrumentation damaged, Scorponok went spinning through
space, barely recovering enough to adjust his dtitude so that he would swing in adisturbed arc away
from the massive Autobot. In the distance, the Nemesis had finaly begun to move, and the damaged
Decepticon was struggling to head inits direction.

Convinced the smaller mechanoid was no longer athreat, Optimus turned in time to see Frenzy and
Blackout closing in on him. Having separated from the others, Bonecrusher was accelerating toward the
Ark.

"Timeto extinguish, Optimus Prime!" Blackout transmitted. The charging Decepticon's sense of
anticipation was almost pa pable.

While Optimus knew that his adversary was not aslarge or powerful as he was, Blackout was hardly an
opponent to be taken lightly. He was an experienced and clever fighter. Nor would it do to let the much
smaller Frenzy get behind him, where the other Decepticon could latch onto his back and cause
uninterrupted havoc. Optimus readied himsdif.

Such a waste, he thought. So much energy, so much effort, so much life abandoned to the service of
hatred.

When the pair of Decepticons closed in, he feinted toward Blackout. As expected, Frenzy immediately
tried to circle behind him.

Instead of finishing the strike he had begun, Optimus spun at the last possible second. Histiming was
perfect. A massve metd fis dammed into the Sde of Frenzy's head, sending him reding away. Making
use of the Autobot's distraction, Blackout instantly backed his drive and brought his integrated weaponry
to bear.

In the distance Bonecrusher had reached the Ark. Avoiding its externa armament, he forced hisway into
the hangar. More than occupied, Optimus had no choice but to concentrate on the battle at hand. Those
he had left behind would have to deal with Bonecrusher's assault.

A barrage of plasma erupted toward him, concentrated enough to do plenty of damage. The series of
blasts struck him twice. Optimus felt the temperature of hisarmor rise darmingly. In placesit began to
buckle. Instead of turning away and trying to flee, he launched himsalf directly at Blackout, bringing his



own weaponry online. Ironhide would have been pleased.

Expecting his prey to defend, not attack, Blackout retreated, trying to keep a consistent distance
between them. While acomplex evasive maneuver alowed him to avoid the incoming fire, it dso forced
him within histarget's physical reach. Optimus dammed into Blackout full-force and at speed. At the
sametime asthey grappled furioudy, Optimus knew that Frenzy might well have recovered by now. If
30, the other Decepticon could be expected to throw himself into the fight at any moment.

"Get off me!" Blackout snarled, trying to find enough room to fire at Optimus.

"Asyouwish." Activating hisdrive, Optimuswhirled and, utilizing their cal culated common center of
gravity, succeeded in hurling Blackout directly into the path of the hard-driving Frenzy. Thetwo
Decepticons smashed into each other with satisfying force.

Risking aquick glance away, Optimus's sensors picked up asight that for the moment, at least, eased his
fears. Emerging from the dark, gaping maw that wasthe Ark's hangar, Bonecrusher came flying out into
gpace. Ironhide and Jazz were close behind and firing away with becoming enthusiasm. Optimus could
amost sensethe larger Decepticon's frustration as he was compel led to focus his efforts on evasion and
defense instead of continuing his attack.

Turning back to histwo dazed and damaged opponents, Optimus was preparing to engage them afresh
when ablanket transmission from Blackout brought an end to the battle that was as sudden asit was
unexpected.

"Decepticons, fal back! Retreat!"

More than any tactic his adversaries had employed in the course of the fight, Optimus was bemused by
the abrupt announcement. They still had him two on one, and though Ironhide and Jazz were both
seasoned warriors, he knew from experience that Bonecrusher rarely backed down from a battle. He
was tempted to press the apparent advantage and continue the fight. Just as he had decided to order
pursuit, Ratchet reached him over the secure battle frequency.

"Optimus, you should probably get back here.”
"Why? I think weve gained the strategic advantage,” he responded.

"Bumblebee just reported in. Starscream was on the planet below, but in light of what's transpired it's
reasonable to assume that heis now headed our way. Bumblebee barely managed to survive his attack,
and heisnot out of trouble quite yet. L et the others go. We need to regroup and reconsider.”

Star scream, Optimus thought. Disclosure that he was at hand was no surprise. But why was he down on
the surface of the uninhabited planet ingtead of in the middle of the fight? Certainly his participation could
have had a huge impact on the outcome. "Understood,” he informed Ratchet. "I'm on my way."

It made no sense for Starscream to avoid the clash for any reason Optimus could envisage. What could
he and the Decepticons be up to? Something shrewd, no doubt. For al of Megatron's monumental
maliciousness, hewas very direct, rardly deviating from his single-minded goa of the Autobots
destruction. In contrast, Starscream was cunning and insidious. Optimus knew that he and hisfriends
would haveto prepare for any number of possible surprises.

He gave the thwarted Bonecrusher awide berth, approaching the Ark at an angle that would dlow him
to keep a sensor on the other retreating Decepticons aswell.

"Y our day will come, Optimus!™ Blackout transmitted openly. "I will be thereto celebrate your



dedtruction.”

Across the space that separated them, the Autobot leader regarded hisfoe. Y ou may beright,
Blackout," he broadcast back. "But if it'sin my power, I'll rip your Spark from your chest before | switch
off." He pointed a the Nemesis drifting in the distance. "Tell your master the Autobots are done running.”

The war was going to end here, he decided there and then. Ironhide was right. They'd had enough of
fleeing and retreating, of aways absorbing the first blows so they would be sure of being able to escape
and continue the search for the Allspark. This place, thistime, this obscure corner of the cosmos was as
good asany for afind reckoning. Oneway or ancther, it wastimeto finish this.

The Autobots were going to stand and fight.

Ironhide and Jazz were waiting for him inside the hangar, having aready repaired the damage
Bonecrusher had doneto the porta in the course of hisinitia assaullt.

"That was an interesting ploy you utilized out there," Ironhide observed with obvious satisfaction. "Maybe
not quitewhat | had in mind, but a variation deserving of admiration.”

"Ironhide, my old friend, you were right when you said we needed to changetactics. | understand that it
isdifficult to be patient when you're losing. The line between breaching our ancient principles and acting
no different than a Decepticon is afine one. We must continue to find new and cresetive ways of deding
with them and we will."

"Then we should do it fast," Jazz argued. " Starscream isn't likely to wait around for usto come up with a
carefully thought-out response.”

"You'reright, of course, Jazz," Optimus admitted. "1 have an idea or two. Before we respond directly or
inkind, though, there's something we need to do firg."

"What might that be?" the younger Autobot inquired.

"We must ensure that Bumblebee returns safely.” Optimus turned to gaze out a port at the empty world
floating nearby. "That accomplished, | promise the both of you that before we leave this place you'll each
have dl the opportunity for combat you can handle.”

Another geologicaly tormented section of the barren plateau provided Bumblebee with areasonably safe
place to pause and take stock of his situation. Whipping around a particularly impressive pillar of twisted
stone, he hadtily transformed back into hisnormal bipedal mode. Once the familiar form had been fully
recongtituted, he peered out to run ascan in the direction from which held come.

Therewas no sign of Starscream afact for which Bumblebee was profoundly grateful . In the course of
his desperate flight from the far more robust Decepticon he had managed to send a brief report back to
the Ark informing them of their powerful adversary's presence. He knew it had been received: he was not
surprised that it had yet to be acted upon. At the moment he was pretty sure that hisfriends were degling
with more immediate Decepticon problems.

Asfor the odd alien vessd that had originaly drawn him down to the surface of thisinhospitable world,
whatever itstrue sgnificance and whatever it meant to the Decepticons, it was gpparently enough to keep
Starscream from pursuing him indefinitely. While not afraid of afight, Bumblebee wasintdligent and
experienced enough to know that considered flight was the wiser dternative to vaiant suicide. While he
could more than hold his own againgt an equally matched opponent, he knew that his design did not
include the fully developed fighting capabilities of someone like Optimus Prime or Ironhide nor was it



intended to. He better served the cause as a scout, relaying information as opposed to acting on it. Going
up againgt Starscream aone would not have helped anything.

Knowledge of one's limitations and the ability to operate effectively within them are also strengths
, he reminded himsdlf reassuringly.

He found himsdlf contemplating the nearby stone pillar. Directly in front of him stood a second stone
tower that was anear duplicate of thefirst. Ashe alowed his perception to roam he saw that there were
anumber of such structures. Not only were they remarkably similar in shape, but on closer ingpection he
redlized that they formed an dmost perfect semicircle. The natural world, he mused, can play tricks
with one's sensory input. The better to resolve the apparent contradiction, he took a closer 1ook.

Natural or artificial ? he found himself wondering. In Starscream'’s continued absence he took afew
moments to examine the pillars and their immediate surroundings. Wind, and nothing e se, howled and
eddied around him. If synthetic, what could have been the function of the pillars and the reason for
arranging them in such afashion? Were they smply markers of some kind left behind by along-vanished
race, or did they hint at some deeper purpose? Ironhide would not have cared, and Jazz would have
quickly grown bored by the enigmatic, inanimate spires. Bumblebee's curiosity was another mark of his
difference. Unlike his companions, preoccupied with recovering the Allspark, he had dways found other
lesser species and their individual habits fascinating. It was one of the qualities that made him such agood
SCOU.

While he wanted to investigate further, he knew he needed to get back to the Ark as soon as

possible and before Starscream thought to return to finish him off. Perhaps once the Decepticons had
been dedt with and the mystery of the alien ship solved, time could be alotted to explore thisworld in
greater depth. Until then, such questions would have to give way to matters of greater urgency. Inwar,
the accumulation of knowledge for its own sake was always one of the first casudties.

Taking anew and more direct line, he started back in the direction of hisorigind landing site. Ashe did
30 he reopened digital communications on what he hoped was till a secure channdl. "Jazz, Ratchet, are
you ?"

Without warning or precursor of any kind, the ground suddenly swirled and dropped away benesth his
feet. He broke off the transmission as he redlized that he was waist-deep in thick, clinging grit and
descending fast. It would have been an easy matter for him to break free of something assimple and
graightforward asapit full of quicksand. But this new geologica phenomenon was sufficiently different
from anything in his data banks to hold his attention. The sand and rock not only did away sharply
beneath him, but dso whirled like a cyclone. The speed with which they were swallowing him was
breathtaking: they were up over his shouldersin seconds. As hishead sank out of sght, he sent off alast
transmission identifying his position. There would be time enough to go into details later, when he had
gained abetter understanding of the phenomenon. Absent an emergency call for help from the Ark, he
fully intended to follow the experience through to its conclusion. It might be the only piece of solid
scientific information he had time to take away with him from his sojourn on the unnamed planet.

Asthe sand closed in over his head and darkness descended al around him, he switched reflexively to
perceptive sonicsin order to make sense of his surroundings. He could hear the hiss and rattle of grit
againg his epidermis as he continued to sink and could fed it circulating around him.

More seconds passed before he felt hislegs break free. The distance to the ground below did not alow
enough time or need for him to engage propulsion. There was no one present to hear him dam feetfirst
into the stone floor. Straightening, he mulled over amultitude of perceptive options before settling on the
onethat offered the best vison in surroundings that to a human would have congtituted impenetrable



darkness.

Hewas standing in anatura cavern. The usua speleotherms decorated ceiling and floor, wallsand
channds. The place was dead now, devoid of the running water that had formed and decorated it. A
number of tunnelsled off in severd directions. Asfar as providing an easy route back to the surface, one
was probably as good as another. He would check for airflow and use it to guide him upward. Waking
out ingtead of flying would give him time to consider the unique geologicd forcesthat had initiated this
harmless and fascinating subterranean diverson.

As he started off, he attempted to reopen communications. Might aswell let hisfriends know what had
happened and that hewas il Al right. Only when heinitidized did he redize that his communicator must
have been damage during the plunge.

A quick diagnostic confirmed that everything else wasintact. Perfect, he thought disgustedly. He had to
settle for sending out a compressed € ectronic transmission as he began walking.

It did not take long to locate the direction of maximum atmospheric inflow. Hewas advancing in its
direction when he heard thefirst sounds. Initialy he mistook the whispering, hissng noisefor air moving
through hollow formations. When it stopped, resumed, paused, and started up again he knew the source
was not aconstant airflow.

It was coming from the part of the cavern he had just | ft.

He had decided thiswas adead planet, devoid of life. Apparently thiswasto be his day for making
interesting mistakes.

Chapter Seven

Lieutenant Colonel Philip Nolan sat behind the desk bearing the customized MISSION director sign that
had been a gift from the engineering team and brooded over the problems facing him. The short verson
was that

He didn't like the short version.

Tough. Therewas no avoiding it, no dodging it, no getting around it. Ghost 1 was effectively logt, and its
crew were as good as dead. He could not avoid the facts, much as he wanted to. He had never been the
kind of man who could. A catastrophe for Sector Seven and its once untouchabl e agenda, the losswould
haunt him for the rest of his days despite the fact that he had known they had all known, hadn't they?
that the mission the unique ship had embarked upon verged on the suicidd.

Still, no matter how extreme, arisk is not the same thing as a certainty. Nolan remained unsure how he
was going to break the newsto the crew of Ghost 1 that the chances of them coming back were virtualy
nil. Assuming that the techsin charge of communications managed to make the jury-rigged dien
transmission system work well enough and long enough for him to say even that much.

He sighed. There was nothing to be done about it, and the best he could probably forward to Ghost for
now wasthe old We know there's a problem and we're working on it. As encouragement, it was

pretty ingpid.



Looking up, hefound himself caught in the long-suffering gaze of Christolph Smythe. Bespectacled and
balding, the director of communications was waiting patiently for Nolan'sinpt.

"We're ready with the alien transmitter, Phil. Asready aswell ever be, | expect. What do you want to
7

No moretimeto stal, Nolan redized. No place to run and hide. He indicated the consol e that dominated
one sdeof hisdesk. "I can monitor everything from here. Can you aso route my response?’ He did not
have to add that he preferred to compose the transmission away from the intent eyes of the
communications staff and anyone e se who might be hanging around at that especidly solemn moment.

Smythe nodded as he adjusted his glasses. They looked thick enough, Nolan reflected, to stop a shot
from an M. Or anill-congdered inquiry. Coming around the desk, the engineer adjusted asmall portion
of the consol€'s e aborate instrumentation, then stepped back.

"Whenever you're ready, sir. Just remember, thisisthefirst timewell be utilizing the dien syseminthis
fashion. We have no ideaiif it will work, far lessif anything we send will actudly reach the Ghost
wherever itis”

"Understood.” Nolan picked up the mike, hesitated, and nodded up at the engineer. "I know you and
your gang have done the best you can.”

"Weadl have, ar." Civilian or not, Nolan thought that a that moment Smythe looked very military.
Turning back to the console, he depressed the pertinent button. " Ghost One, Ghost One, thisis SSAB
Command. Do you read?"

Hisvoice went out, echoing and strange, through akind of space-time that was till more theory than
redity. The notion of instantaneous intergal actic communication on any level was so fanciful that Smythe
kept the three fat volumes of schematics histeam had developed from working on that portion of the
Ghost project sandwiched between hardback copies of Alice's Adventuresin Wonderland and
Through the Looking-Glass.

There was no response. He repeated the query. Both he and Smythe were about to cdl it avdiant try
and return to their routine when something came crackling through the console speaker.

A voice. Human, dmost recognizable. Practicaly throwing himsdf a another mike, Smythe exchanged
frantic words with other members of histeam. The voice from the speaker cleared, becameintelligible.

"SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One." Over another speaker set in the console Nolan could hear wild
sounds of celebration from the communicationsteam. "And we are very glad to hear from you."

Unableto help it, Nolan caught himsdlf grinning. The crew of that logt, distant spacecraft deserved better
news than he was going to have to give them. He bent back toward the pickup.

"Ghost One, we've received your transmission and we're aware of your situation. Do you have a status
update?'

"Weredive," the voice replied after an expected repesat of the longish delay. " Since we don't know how
well or for how long this contact will last, let's get the basics out of the way. Where are we, and how do
we get home? From hereit looks like weve come through some kind of continuum anomaly into another
dar sysem.”

The sounds of celebration vanished. Throughout the complex, everyone who was privy to the ongoing
exchange waited with bated breath to hear how the mission commander intended to respond.



Nolan coughed dightly. "AhhGhost One, we're working on those details right now. We uh we
concur with your assessment of your present location. Y ou could be afew light-years away or " He
swallowed. " you could be on the other side of the galaxy.”

"Thewhat?' Waker shot back after the delay. "That'simpossiblel™

"Ghost One, dl of thisis'impossble.’ Ushaving this conversation right now isimpossble. However,
unlesswe are al of us you there and us back here operating under the effects of amass delusion, that
isthe Situation as we presently understand it. It's remarkable enough that we are able to communicate
across even the dightest of interstellar distances, let done from here to where you may actualy find
yoursalves. Asto your exact location, however, we are currently as much in the dark asyou are.

"If that's the case, then how do we get home?' Waker demanded. " Should we try to reenter the
anomaly, or wormhole, or whatever it isthat threw us here?’

Nolan took adeep breath and plunged on. He had no choice. " Ghost One, werreworking on al of that.
Right now what we need isfor you to stay calm. Unfortunately, we don't have too many more answers
than you do a the moment.”

"Grade A marvelous' was Walker's eventud reply. Therefollowed along silence that had nothing to do
with the vagaries of interstellar communication and everything to do with the redlity of unpleasant facts
taking hold and sinking in. " Speaking from a purely scientific point of view we're screwed, aren't we?'

Nolan knew what the odds were, but he forced himself to say the lie anyway. Walker could berate him
for the prevarication when he got back. " Speaking from a purely scientific point of view not quite yet,
Ghost One. Hang in there. Let's have that status update. The more we know, the better our chances of
figuring out away we can help.”

There was another lengthy pause, then Walker replied coally, "SSAB Command, stand by for status
update.”

"Ghost One, go ahead with your status report.”

Thistime the delay seemed longer than any that had preceded it. Staring at the silent console, Nolan
feared that contact had findly been lost.

"SSAB Command,” Waker findly resumed, " Ghost One has successfully set down on an unknown and
apparently uninhabited planet with a breathable atmosphere. Asregards our earlier reference to possibly
hostile dlien artifacts, we have taken the precaution of assuming a defensive posture. The ship has been
adjusted to allow for defensive ™

Static crashed through the end of the tranamission.

Quietly frantic, Nolan thumbed the relevant contrals. " Ghost One, thisis SSAB Command. The last part
of your transmission failed to come through. Please repest.”

The muted, indifferent how! of distant stars hissed over the speakers, and then, " we are not alone,
SSAB Command. Repeat Ghost One isnot done. Thelce Man hasafamily.”

Nolan felt acold shiver track down his spine and his arms broke out in goose bumps. The sllence
throughout the complex was total and unbroken.

The Ice Man has a family, he repeated to himsalf. That was not something he or anyone else on Earth
would rgjoice at hearing. Hetried to convince himsdf he had heard wrongly.



"Please advise, SSAB Command.” Walker was not finished. "Repeat please advise.”
Now, thisisinteresting. Nolan observed that his hands were shaking. " Stand by, Ghost One."
Mission Control erupted with sound as everyone started talking at once.

Now what do we do? he asked himsdlf. " Please advise?" What could he say. What could they do? The
answer that came back to him was the same one he had started out with.

Nothing.

The creaturesinhabiting the dien ship, Starscream had learned, had aname for themsdves: humans. They
repeatedly referred to their home world as " Earth." Nomenclature that was smple, straightforward, and
sdf-centered. Additiona detailed scanning led him to the conclusion that they were little more than
animals who had somehow unlocked afew basic secrets of technology. Just enough, it would seem, to
propel their primitive vessel sufficiently far from their homeworld that they could die. From thefirst scan,
it was evident they werelost and very frightened. They had only the barest conception of how they had
actually managed to reach the location in space where they presently found themselves. Starscream found
thisextraordinary aswell asdisgusting.

Though their presence here was nothing more than an accident, he knew that when skillfully exploited,
even the accidentd actions of primitives could prove useful.

Ignorance and fear were a combination that |eft those subject to their influences open to manipulation.
Still, there was more he needed to know before he felt comfortable proceeding with hisintentions. He
proceeded to communi cate with them anew viatheir anachronistic computation system.

"Your shipisadesgn | am familiar with. How did you cometo acquireit?’

Unbeknownst to the humans, he could overhear his question being discussed within the ship. There was
some argument againgt reveding anything. It was his claim to have driven off their "attacker” that finaly
persuaded them to respond positively. When it finally came, it sent an undampened surge through every
circuit of hisbeing.

"An aien being or machine or machine being reached our world long ago. The theory isthat it lost
control and crashed near our northern polar cap, subsequent to which it became frozen in theice. Since
finding it him it has become common to call the dien the Ice Man. Our scientists and engineers have
worked hard to replicate as much of hisintegrated instrumentation as possible, agood dedl of which has
so far defeated our best efforts. This ship represents one of the more successful efforts at this ongoing
process of reverse-engineering.”

Starscream absorbed every detail of the response before replying. "And what of the alien now?”’

"He remains frozen and inert. Too many imponderables are atached to releasing him from stasis.” There
was a pause, then, "1t may be only a species-specific reaction on our part, but his appearance does not
engender confidence.”

"You arewisein your assessment.” Starscream could hardly contain himsdlf. It was too much to be
believed! The great Megatron held captive by these incredibly primitive organic life-forms. Truly the
univer se favor s those who persist, hetold himsalf with satisfaction. "However, thereisamuch more
ggnificant threet to your world," he continued. "To al worlds. It should be of concern to you and yours
aswdl."



"Threat?"

"Indeed. A plague of noxious creatures who cal themsalves'Autobots.’ The dien who fled when | raced
here to protect you is one of them."

"Why would they be athreet to us?"

Starscream was thoroughly enjoying himself. " Thousands of years ago the Autobots and my own people
lived in peace, far from here, on our mutual homeworld of Cybertron. We shared available resources
with each other, including a source of energy that held tremendous importanceto dl of us. Thisisknown
asthe Allspark. The Allspark isliterdly the source of lifefor our people. Then there came aday so
deceitful that the very memory of it darkens my thought processes and makesit difficult for meto speak.
A day when their decatful leader, Optimus Prime, decided to no longer share the Allspark.”

It was plain that the humans were waiting for him to continue. Much as he was enjoying spinning the
story, Starscream purposaly stopped. It would be more effectiveif they drew their own conclusion.
Primitive or not, they did not disappoint.

"War?' camethe eventud response.

"Jugt 0," hereplied. "A war horrific beyond your imaginations. Merely to think of it sends pain coursing
through my system. Those of us peace-loving oneswho survived theinitia duplicitous attacks had no
choice but to adjust our formsfor defense. Many perished before we could adapt. The Autobots showed
no mercy, even to those who begged.”

Thistime there was alonger delay before the humans responded. 1t was not unexpected. "We are sorry
to hear this. Unfortunately, we are aso al-too-familiar with the nature of war. What was the result of
yours?'

With afacility born of much practice, Starscream had no trouble embdllishing thelie. "In the course of the
biggest battle to date, at a place called Tyger Pax, there was an explosion of unprecedented magnitude.
The Allspark was blown into space and disappeared through a distortion. My people have been looking
for it ever since. Thelarge aien who crashed into your world was probably an Autobot scout, searching
forit"

"We are confused,” the humanstold him. "Much of what we know of the cosmos around usis conveyed
to usthrough our eyes. By this measure, the being who landed on our world does indeed appear
threatening. The entity you chased off did not."

"That," Starscream replied smoothly, "iswhat makes them so dangerous. During the war the Autobots
often employed deception as ameans of getting close to us. Adopting a benign appearance was but one
of their many cunning subterfuges.”" He paused, adding, "And even now, even as we speek here on the
surface of this unknown world, the war rageson.”

The humanstook a moment to digest this. "But you have dready said that thisworld is not yours. Not
your ‘Cybertron.' Please explain.”

Starscream knew that in order to make good use of the situation he would have to manage it with
caution. He chose his next words carefully.

"The ship that brought me here suffered amafunction a gpproximately the same time that your ship was
exiting thewormhole." Let them think the two incidents were rel ated, he mused. "Ordinarily, we would
have repaired our vessel immediately and continued with our search. Unfortunately, at nearly the same



time our enemies the Autobots also arrived quite possibly attracted to these coordinates when you
utilized the wormhole as a passage for your vessd." He paused to let that sink in.

"Unsure of your intentions, we began to back away. While we were concentrating on your ship, the
Autobots caught us unawares and fired on us. Our vessal was disabled. It was only through good fortune
that we were able to survive at al. The defense we mounted has dlowed usto withdraw to a safe
distance and consider our options.”

"Then that was their ship we saw when we emerged here?’

"Y es, and activating your defensive capabilitieswas certainly theright decison,” Starscream assured
them. "It was the Cybertronian resemblance of your vessdl that gave them pause long enough for you to
escape to the surface of thisworld.”

"Will they come after usagain?' the human speaker inquired quickly.

Starscream paused long enough to give them the impression that he was giving serious thought to their
question. "The individua whom you saw here was only a scout. They are certain to come after you in
greater strength. The Autobotswill daughter members of any speciesthey encounter.”

Based on the increased volume of modulated sound waves within the ship, the humans were
understandably upset at thisnews. "But why come after us? Wefled immediately. Surely aship our sze
poses no threet to them.”

"They areaviciousrace," Starscream growled. " Although you could have not possibly redlized that the
design of your ship would put you in greater danger, they do not know this, and to be sure, they will not
listen to reason. They have not listened to reason in centuries. All they are concerned with isthe
destruction of my people and the recovery of the Allspark.”

"What can we do? Are you saying that you are willing to help us?'
"Asl| told you, my ship isdisabled,” Starscream murmured. "But | may be able to help you, yes."
The response wasimmediate. "How?"!

"I haveaplan," hetold them. "If you are willing to help me, if wework together, | am confident that we
can destroy the Autobots and their ship. Once this section of space has been made safe, | and my friends
can devote our resources which are considerable to helping you return to your own world.”

The humans excitement wasinclusive and unrestrained. Why shouldn't it be? Starscream mused. It was
not asif they had been presented with any other options. Of course, there was no way he was going to
let the pitiful, deluded creatures anywhere near the other Decepticons. But he fully intended to introduce
them to the Autobots.

If he managed the situation right and there was no reason to believe he could not the gullible humans
and their harmless ship would be annihilated. A result he had looked forward to from the moment of first
contact except that now it would be Optimus Prime who would carry out the extermination on behaf of
the Decepticons. The effect that would have on the nauseatingly atruistic leader of the Autobots once the
truth was revealed to him would be ddlicious. With luck;, it might even lead to acrippling demoralization.

The univer se helps those who are ready and alert to warp it to their own ends, he reflected.

Ratchet looked up from hisinstrumentation. "Optimus, | think we've got a problem.”



"When don't we?' Jazz quipped. "I tend to short circuit when we don't have aproblem.”
"Funny,” Ratchet responded. "But I'm serious.”

Optimus had afedling that he knew what was coming. Taking precedence into account, he should have
expected it. "Let me guess. It's Bumblebee, isn't it?"

Ratchet nodded. "He checked in not long ago, as | reported, but then " He stopped, only continuing
when Optimus encouraged him to do so. "Then | received another transmission just moments ago. He
initidized contact, and then he smply cut off."

"Jazz, did you hear dl this?' Optimus asked.

The smaller mechanoid shook hishead. "No, but | was preoccupied with our defensive effortsand
neglected constant monitoring of the relevant communications.”

"WEeIl dedl with that later,” the leader of the Autobots replied. "Did you get anything else, Ratchet?"

"Just acarrier wave," he explained. "It is possible that the shutdown was intentiond, asif he was closing
off dl outsde communications to temporarily concentrate on something within hisimmediate vicinity. A
sudden threat, perhaps? Or it is concelvable that the Deceptions have managed to place a
communications block between the Ark and the germane portion of the planetary surface.

Optimus considered the possibilities. Starscream had recently been down on the surface and could be
there still but the other Decepticons and their ship were up here. Leaving theArk unprotected was not
an option, but neither was ignoring the risk that Bumblebee might bein serious difficulty and in need of
assistance. The decision he came to was obvious, but not easy.

"lronhide, you, Jazz, and Ratchet will stay hereto protect the Ark. If the Decepticon threat increasesto
the point that it poses a danger to the ship itself, you are to withdraw from this sector and return only
when it's safe to do so. Engage in extensive evasive maneuvering, if that iswhat isrequired. | will go
down to the surface and find Bumblebee."

"Don't go by yourself, Optimus,” Jazz protested. " Take one of usaong, if only to watch your back."

Optimus shook his head. "No," he declared firmly. "If the Decepticons return in strength to resume the
fight, you'll need everyone here. If the only one of them down on the planet is Starscream, | can handle
him by mysdlf. | won't risk any of you or the Ark on arescue mission designed to aid only one of us."

"Maybe Jazz isright, Optimus,” Ironhide argued. " Starscream can be a handful, even for you. HESs big
and quick and clever. And we still haven't determined what that other ship was or what it isdoing here.
Y ou could be heading into serious trouble.” An arm gestured broadly. "This entire confrontation the
Nemesis, the Decepticons, the 'aien’ vessel could al be part of an elaborate ploy to lureyouinto a

trap.

"If you're suggesting that Megatron isdown there, | must disagree.” Optimus remained convinced thet his
initial analyss of the dlien craft was till correct. "If he was, he certainly would have atacked by now. |
admit that thisis only speculation, but based on what we've observed so far | ill consder my andys's
feagble”

"Out of communication or nat, if he'd run into old Megs down there, Bumblebee would have found away
to let usknow," Jazz admitted. ""He would have gotten that kind of information to usif it had taken hislast
iotaof energy.”



"Y es, hewould have," Optimus agreed readily. "So we are decided. While | am gone, Ironhideisin
charge. I'd like to have a ship to come back to. If in my absence you can avoid an al-out engagement
with the Decepticons, then, so much the better.”

"WEeIl do our best," Ironhide told him somberly. " Just make sure you and Bumblebee get back intwo
pieces. We're eventudly going to have to ded with those Decepticons, and | don't want to haveto fight
them aone while Ratchet is occupied with the need to replace your damaged components.”

"l am in complete agreement with that sentiment.” Optimus chuckled. "Stay safe, my friend.”
"I will."
"Keep usinformed, okay?" Jazz requested. "Regular updates.”

"Better to maintain communicative slence until I've located Bumblebee,” Optimusreplied sengbly. "As
soon asl've donethat I'll resume contact. | reiterate with emphasis: if you run into serious difficulty, don't
wait around for us. Get out of here, run the Nemesis in circles, and come back when the sector isclear.”

"Affirmative, Optimus." Ratchet spoke calmly but firmly. " Just don't expect usto run out on you unless
we are |eft with absolutely no choice.”

Optimus laughed again. "The notion would never enter my cerebra processors.” Turning, he headed once
more for the hangar bay.

Given Bumblebee's continuing lack of transmission, therewas ared possibility that he had runinto
serious trouble down on the planet's surface. Decepticon trouble, in the form of Starscream or someone
€lse who might be down there whose presence was still unknown. What worried Optimus more wasthe
redlization that Bumblebee would willingly place himself in adangerous Situation or territory, risking his
Spark, if he thought it would be of assistance to others. Despite his comparatively modest Size, hewasa
fearless warrior who would take chances that even more battle-ready Autobots would elect to avoid. He
was braver than many soldiers Optimus had known in the course of hislong life, but that did not mean the
leader of the Autobots wanted him to take risks that he could otherwise evade.

Still, he knew that repestedly holding Bumblebee back was not agood idea, either. The younger Autobot
idolized the bigger, stronger warriors who were his friends, and wanted to make sure that he was
congstently auseful part of the team. He could never fulfill himsdf if orderskept him dways stuck on
board the Ark, forever doing nothing but routine maintenance. It was not fair to keep him from making an
equal contribution to the effort, even if Optimus did worry about him congtantly.

Launching himsdf from the hangar and swiftly transforming into his cometary protoform, Optimus hoped
that Bumblebee had not run into trouble bigger than he could handle on hisown.

Or worse ll, that he had not run into Megatron.

* * %

Kinnear looked up from the map and peered through the blowing snow. No sooner had the convoy |eft
the base than the sorm had given the wegther forecasters ameteorologica finger. Altering direction with
the indifference of a capricious breeze, it had turned south to dam straight acrosstheir carefully planned
new route. When it came to the weather, the Arctic was more dangerous and unpredi ctable than ajunior
government tax auditor with abad hangover.

"It'sreally coming down out there," he observed worriedly.



Next to him, Lieutenant Jensen nodded from the driver's seat as he kept his eyesfixed firmly on the
narrow roadbed ahead. "It's good news, in away," he countered. "Sir."

Kinnear looked over at the junior officer. "Good? How s0?"

Jensen chuckled softly. "No sane infiltrator would be out in thisweether, Sir. With al due respect, no
sane human being would be out in this"

He activated the heavy-duty, triple-bladed arctic wipers and they whirred to life, smushing the
accumulating snow into adushy gray mass at the bottom of the window. Their vehiclewasthe second in
line behind the lead convoy truck. Behind them was another truck carrying a squad of well-trained
guards, and behind that, the extended tractor-hauler carrying the lce Man. Thiswasfollowed by ill
another truck packed with soldiers. The remainder of the convoy carrying the technical support team was
strung out behind, their dow-moving vehicles conceded by the blizzard.

"That's true enough,” Kinnear agreed. "But we've got ajob to do, good wesather or bad. It could be alot
worse." Leaning forward, he did his best to make out the road ahead. Thiswasn't going well. From the
passenger sedt, he could fed the truck’s chained tires dipping and diding on theicy road. Suspected
infiltrator or not, maybe changing routes at the last minute hadn't been such agood idea.

"For example," he explained, "if we had gone ahead and canceled we would have had to redraft, reissue,
and refile every one of the relevant forms.”

lls‘r?l

Kinnear continued. "Paperwork. The soldier'sworst enemy.” Hetried to see outside again. "Along with
the weether. Thisiscold, but it still beats Southeast Asa. Thereit rained nonstop for months and the
damn bugs would eat aman alive sometimes from the insde out. At least here we don't have to deal
with any parasites.”

"Give metoesthat are freezing over toes that are being gnawed on any day, Sir.”" Jensen tried to peer out
his sdewindow. "Better snow than rain. Rain would turn thisroad into anicerink.”

Kinnear's attention had turned to the lead vehicle in front of them. " Spesaking of ice "

The truck on point swerved sharply to the left and its brake lights flashed on, then off, then back on. They
stayed on asthetruck started to dide. "Don't do that,” Kinnear heard himself whispering. "Tap the
brakes" If they had taken the station's tracked vehicles, the nightmarish scenario that was devel oping
would not now be playing out in front of him. But once they hit anorma civilian road, the snow machines
would have become too dow and too conspicuous.

Of coursg, if the weeather report had been accurate, they wouldn't be having any difficultiesat al.

Thelead driver could not hear him, and was clearly starting to panic. His vehicle continued to lose
traction. Even through the blowing snow Kinnear could see that his brakes were completely locked up.
"Oh, hdll," he muttered. "Slow down, Jensen, or weregoingtoend up "

Jensen did not hit the brakes hard. Kinnear was sure of that. It didn't matter. The truck'swhed s locked,
sending it into askid from which there would be no recovery until something €lse sopped it.

Tom felt the truck dide sideways. For the briefest of seconds he saw the wide-eyed and openmouthed
faces of the guardsin the back of the lead vehicle through his passenger window rather than the
windshidd. "Steer through it!" he started to yell, when aquick flash of light from the headlamps of the first
truck temporarily blinded him.



A frantic Jensen worked the whed, trying to regain control, but it was aready too late.

Their truck did acomplete 360 just asthe vehicle they were following dowed from doing the same. The
two dammed together with ahorrible, grinding crunch. Glass shattered, and a sudden wash of icy-cold
air flooded the truck's forward compartment. Theimpact sent the lead vehicle diding away in the
opposite direction from Kinnear and Jensen's. Demonstrating the kind of skilled winter driving Kinnear
could only wish Jensen had shown, the next truck in line behind them managed to dip toitsleft and avoid
rear-ending them. Still diding, Kinnear felt time dow down, the images flashing by with strobe-light
precision. Looming directly behind them asthey continued to skate backward was the extended
heavy-load tractor-trailer carrying the lce Man.

Ignore us, Kinnear thought wildly asthe much bigger vehidefilled hisfield of view. Hold your line.
Whatever you do, hold your line.

Jensen gave a shout and one more desperate spin of thewhed. Their truck hit aridge in the poorly
maintained road, dipped partway into the paralleling drainage ditch, overbaanced, and rolled. Kinnear
felt the darkness coming and heard the sharp crack of hisleg breaking as the vehicle began to crumple
around him. Just before the world went black, he had time to wonder how bad the chain-reaction crash
was. Then there was nothing.

Chapter Eight

The last thing Bumbl ebee wanted was to be caught in anarrow tunnel with whatever was on histrail.
Whirling, he moved quickly back to the nearest large chamber. Putting the nearest wall againgt his back,
he waited. The sounds of something moving were louder now. Moments later his receptors were ableto
make out the rough outlines of at least two creatures. Judging from the echoes he was picking up, there
might be more.

If he kept still and depending on the senses that were available to them they might not even see him.
That thought was followed by another: hisluck just had not been that good today .

Adjusting his perceptua acuity, he obtained abetter look at his pursuers. Large and limbless, their most
notable feature was a set of thick, triangular teeth in arounded mouth. Their formidable jaws |ooked
capable of chewing through rock aseasily as prey, and it struck him that the tunnel he had just vacated
might not have been as naturd in origin as the spel eotherm-decorated cavern. Given their sze and
wormlike bodies, it was possible that the creatures bored their way from cavern to cavern in search of
food, water, or aplace to breed. If not presently preoccupied with the particulars of survival, he no
doubt would have found the biologica study captivating.

Though wholly organic and lacking his seamless body armor, they were significantly larger than him. Thelr
sinuous, humping forms seemed to comprise one continuous stretch of muscle. If one of them managed to
wrap itself around him, he knew that his armor would not crack under the resulting condtriction. Which
would be small consolation if he was crushed like a cheap piece of cast-off metal. Nor was congtriction
the only threst the creatures presented. Teeth that could gnaw through solid rock might well be strong
enough to pierce meta plating. Asto what that impressive dentition could do if it reached hisvulnerable
internal components, he preferred not to speculate.

His best defense might well be one that would not give araging Decepticon amoment's pause: he



doubted that any organic life-form would regard him as an enticing medl. On the other hand, primitive
carnivores such asthe ones that were on the verge of confronting him could reasonably be expected to
attack first and taste |l ater.

Hislack of movement did not prevent them from noting his presence. Asthey turned in hisdirection he
activated hisintegra wegpons systems.

Oncethey had decided on atarget, they attacked with unexpected speed. Their muscular bodies shoved
small boulders out of the way and sngpped intervening stalagmites asiif they were made of thin plastic
instead of solid limestone. Thicker obstacles were dithered around or over.

I'm not edible, you mindless protein converters, he thought in frustration as he tensed in readiness for
the coming assaullt. It was bad enough that he had to worry about Starscream and the other Decepticons.
Now it gppeared that he was going to have to do battle with inimical locdl life-formsaswell.

When thefirg drikefinally came, the nature of the attack surprised him. Instead of continuing to
accelerate toward him across the broken ground, the nearer monster retracted in on itsalf and legped like
acoiled spring. Asit launched itsalf in Bumblebeg's direction, he hurriedly opened fire. Dueto the
unexpected nature of the assault hisaim was dightly off, but the limited plasmablast he unleashed seared
along black streak down the side of the creature's body. It made an odd noise as its flesh carbonized:
something between a hiss and a screech. Flying through the black air of the cavern, it opened its
fearsome jawswide asit struck. Raising hisright arm, Bumblebee caught the creature just behind the
gaping, snapping maw. It took al his strength to hold that writhing, uncontrolled, serpentine ferocity away
from hishead.

With his attention occupied by the firgt attacker, the second monster was free to strike. It launched itsalf
and clamped itsteeth onto his right arm. The pressure the powerful, muscular jaws brought to bear was
astounding. Feeling metal beginning to buckle, Bumblebee had no choice but to release the creature he
was struggling to keep at arm's length. Shoving it to one side as forcefully as he could, he brought hisleft
arm across in an attempt to pull the second creature off. Though he yanked at it with al his strength, the
mindless carnivore refused to release its grasp. In another surprise, the rear haf of the creature's
elongated body showed surprising flexibility and muscular control asit suddenly whipped around.

Bumblebee fet hislegs go out from beneath him. He hit therock floor hard, ill clinging to hisadversary.
Redlizing that if he stayed prone, he risked being swarmed by the whole hissing pack, he forced himself
erect, keeping the squirming length of toothy mest eater in front of him. No sooner had he regained his
footing than another of the creastures dammed into him from behind and wrapped its coils around his
was.

He felt fangs scraping madly against the back of his head and was thankful that so far they had not
been ableto break through any of hisexterna plating. Given their persistence, though, he felt that it was
only amatter of time until one of them found and succeeded in piercing avulnerable spot. He had to end
the fight before that happened.

L etting go of the monster he had been trying to pull off him, Bumblebee spun to hisright asfast ashis
servos could manage and dammed hisright arm as hard as he could into the rock wall behind him. The
creature atached to his extended limb made a sickening squishing sound and released its grip. Assoon
ashisarm was free, Bumblebee reached back over his head. Grasping the other monster's skull with
both hands, he wrenched forward. When the creature came free, he threw it halfway acrossthe cavern.

Taking advantage of the brief [ull in the assault, he jumped up onto the top of alarge boulder that had
fdlen from the celling. They'd be on him again inamoment. He could hear them hissing to each other as



they searched for their momentarily missing prey. Lowering himsdf into acrouch, he readied for their
next assault when anew sound caused him to turn toward the tunnel he had only recently vacated. Full of
motion and movement, it was now blocked.

More of the creatures were coming. A lot more.

Of dl the Autobots no one reveled in the study of other species more than he did but this was carrying
individua interaction alittle too far.

Optimus had been able to pinpoint the location of Bumblebee's last transmission without difficulty. Ashe
dropped toward the unnamed world's surface, al of hisexterna sensorswere on high alert. Starscream
was somewhere about, and they had yet to uncover the true nature of the mysterious dien ship. Unless
one or the other was involved in Bumblebee's ongoing silence, he did not want to have to ded with either
of them until he located hisfriend. Asa precaution he descended indirectly, approaching the indicated
locdity low and dow in the hope that both Starscream and the diens attention was directed el sewhere.

As Bumblebee had reported, the planet itsalf was an interminable wasteland of broken rock and twisted
scrub. Therewas no Sign of any sapient life. If intelligent beings had a any time inhabited thisworld, they
were long since dead or gone.

Setting down effortlesdy, he transformed back into bipedal mode and quickly made hisway toward a
cluster of oddly regular rock pillars. According to Ratchet, Bumblebeeg's last communication had been
transmitted from here. As Optimus advanced he scanned the areafor trouble. There was no sign of
impending danger. Still, with so many unknownsin the vicinity, he moved with caution.

In contrast with everything he had observed in the course of his descent, the homogeneous placement of
thetdl pillars suggested the involvement of ahigher intelligence. Momentarily diverting his attention to
them, he made a careful ingpection of the closest one, which confirmed his suspicion. Still visible despite
the ravages of untold centuries of erosion, runes had been scored into the surface of each column. Many
were on the verge of being completely worn away by the wind and blowing sand. Studying them,
Optimus had no ideawhat they might sgnify. Given the semicircular arrangement of the pillars, perhaps
this had once been a primitive shrine of some sort.

Thetdl structuresformed a perimeter around asandy, dightly depressed central area. Three had been
toppled. Had they remained standing they would have completed acircle around the central
homogeneous ground.

Working hisway around the shallow depression, Optimus saw that it had been recently disturbed.
Adjusting his sensors, he began to scan not just hisimmediate surface surroundings, but downward as
wall.

As helooked on, the center of the depression seemed to eddy and flow dightly. Somekind of sinkhole,
he surmised. Maybe the pillars were not a shrine. Maybe they had been erected as awarning. Or they
could be both if this had once been a place of sacrifice.

Ashewas examining his surrounds, his sensors recorded the muted rumble of an Autobot weapon being
discharged somewhere below the surface. Assuming that Bumblebee was not engaging in gratuitous
target practice, that could not be agood sign. Optimuss first reaction was smply to lower hisown guns
and blow aholein the ground to reach the source of the verified .detonation. The trouble was that
Bumblebee might be moving around. There was arisk that he could unknowingly find himsdf in
Optimussline of fire from above.

In addition to the echoes from anew flurry of shots, Optimus's sensors began to isolate from the



subterranean chaos a distinctive massed hissing sound. Bumblebee clearly needed help, and he needed it
now. Further analysis could follow once thelittle Autobot was safe. Safety concerns aside, Optimus
decided he could not wait any longer. Inclining his weaponry downward, he took careful aim at the
center of the shifting sand and let fly.

The burst from his pulse cannon produced a small volcano of sand, soil, and shattered stone. He kept
firing until the last of the swirling grit had been blown away. Then, without another thought, he legped into
the exposed cavity, adjusting his receptors as he dropped.

Landing feetfirst on the cavern floor below, he was greeted by the sight of Bumblebee backed into a
corner.

Half adozen or so indigenous mongirosities were closing in around him. Without hesitation Optimus
advanced, unleashing asavo at the three creatures closest to hisfriend. If by some extreme stretch of the
imagination they turned out to be sentient, he would offer up any necessary gpologieslater. Their actions,
however, |eft him convinced that any such provisiond recriminations would not be required. Noting with
gratitude the arriva of hisleader, Bumblebee promptly counterattacked.

The relentless carnivores were enormous, massing amost as much as Optimus himsalf. Reacting to his
intrusion, severd of them twisted around and launched themsdlvesin hisdirection. Hetried to dodge
them while continuing to shoot. Their skin was so thick and tough and their nervous systems of such a
low order that they hardly seemed to fed the effects of hisrecurring blasts. One of them dammed into
him full-force and actualy managed to knock him backward severd steps. The mongter instantly
wrapped itsdf around him and started to squeeze tightly.

Nearby, Bumblebee continued to fire away. Optimuslooked on as one of theincredibly resilient
creaturesfindly expired from multiple wounds. Another turned and dithered off, hissing at the numerous
injuries Bumblebee had inflicted. Ignoring the individua wrapped around historso, Optimus sighted in on
the two that remained untouched and let |oose another barrage. The head of the nearer exploded,
gplattering walls and floor with coils of organ and barrels of goo. Huge hunks of shredded flesh and
muscle continued to jerk and spasm where they lay on the cavern floor, gruesomely reluctant to surrender
their primevd life-force. The sole survivor of the attack turned and fled down the tunnel from which it had
emerged.

Jumping over boulders and carcasses, Bumblebee came up behind Optimus and got agood grip on the
anterior portion of the cresture that still clung to the bigger bot's frame. Using a combination of strength
and weight, the smaller Autobot finally succeeded in loosening the creature's grasp. That did not stop it
asit waswrenched free, from trying to whip its head up and around in an attempt to bury itsteeth in
Optimuss chest.

Bumblebee flung the writhing abomination asde. The head smashed into alimestone column asthick
around as Optimus himsdlf. Dazed but till defiant, the creature emitted alast furious hiss asit retrested
back into the tunnel.

Extending his perception, Optimus could see that the surviving monsters had paused and were regrouping
in the company of still more, fresh arrivals. From another direction new sounds suggested still more of the
monstrosities were gpproaching. Optimus looked at Bumblebee and shook his head.

"No matter where we are, you always seem to find the most interesting ways to amuse yoursdf." More
somberly, he conducted arapid ingpection of hisfriend. ™Y ou a so managed to get yoursdlf pretty banged

up.
Bumblebee smply shrugged. His"amusing diversion,” he knew, would provide ample fodder for the



entertainment of his colleagues.

Optimusstone grew more serious still. He carried out a second check of hisfriend, reassessing the
damage. Y es, Ratchet would have plenty of repair work waiting for him when Bumblebee returned, but

"I've seen worse," Optimus assured his companion. "Am | overlooking something?'

Bumblebee nodded tersely. Raising ahand, he gestured in the direction of hislong-range communicator.
At the sametime, he silently and eectronically communicated the basics of the state of affairsto his
superior.

Optimusfindly understood. "1 see. Must have been damaged in your fal."

Confirmation was swift in forthcoming. The smaller mechanoid looked downcast, most likely considering
once again hisinability to articul ate through sound. While numerous other methods of communication
were available to him and remained fully functiona, there was something about the intimacy verbd
communication offered that could not be replicated through perfectly efficient but far less expressve
electronic trangmisson.

"I'm sorry, Bumblebee," Optimustold him. "Perhaps one day Ratchet will at last find away to repair your
vocalization module. In the meantime, we should remove ourselves from this place before those
indigenous mongers, however scientificaly interesting, arrivein grester numbers. Even | might have
trouble with more than a dozen or so of them.”

Bumblebee indicated his ready assent.

"Canyou fly?' Optimus asked.

Shaking his head, hisfriend transmitted a summary of the damage he had sustained.
"No problem,” Optimus rumbled. "Latch onto me and well be on our way."

Bumblebee was moving to comply when he heard the noise. The new sound was markedly different from
those generated by the hissng creatures that dwelled in the tunnels. Optimus heard it also. Pausing in his
preparations for liftoff, al sensorsaert, hetilted hishead back and peered out through the overhead gap
he had made in the cavern ceiling.

"Thisreally has been aday notable for the most disconcerting circumstances,” he found himself
murmuring.

Walker felt asharp stab of pain directly behind hisright eye: the beginnings of what he knew from
experience was likely to turn into a pounding headache. Everyone wastalking a once, either to one
another or viathe transmitter to the alien creature that caled itself Starscream. In the closed confines of
the cabin emotions ran the gamut from exhilaration and expectation al the way through to afear of the
unknown that verged on panic. It continued until Walker, his extensve training notwithstanding, smply
couldn't take it anymore.

"Shut up, thelot of you!"

The cabinfell slent. The pain that had started to swell behind his eye started to fade. He let out asigh of
relief. 1t was hard enough to keep control and figure out what to do next without aso having to worry
about his head exploding. Histeam was now staring at him with amixture of surprise and expectation. Or
maybe they thought he had findly lost it. He hurried to reassure them.



"I'm fine, it'sokay." He deliberately kept his voice to just above awhisper so they would have to pay
attention. "Everyone shouting a once isn't going to help resolve anything.”

"Captain,” Thompson started, but Walker held up ahand to stop him.

"Listento me, dl of you," he began determinedly. "Jake, you too. We need to slow down and andyze
what we're dealing with here and we need to do it one thing at atime. Before we start in onanything, |
need a couple of aspirin and some water. Mike, can you oblige?’

The science officer dug into asmall cabinet and pulled out a container of aspirin. Another storage
compartment yielded water. He passed them both forward and added adight smile.

"Sorry for theydling, Captain." Helooked around at his colleagues. " Obvioudy, none of uswas ready
for anything like what we've encountered so far. I've got a pretty good memory, and | swear | don't
recall anything in the procedural's about the proper protocol for dealing with gigantic dien meta beingsor
what to do when one finds onesdlf dropped down into the middle of an interstellar war.”

Walker stared back for along second and then burst out laughing, dong with everyone elsein the cabin.
Asthey regained control of their emotions, he flashed Avery agrateful thumbs-up. "Thanks, Mike. We
needed that."

"I know," hereplied. "So did I."

"Everyone better now? Good. Let's just stay calm and work through this one set of unforeseen
impossible circumstances a atime." He uncapped the water and took a swallow, dropped the aspirin
tabsinto his mouth, then chased them with another hearty swig. Amazing, he thought, how beneficia and
reassuring something as fundamental asadrink of cold water could be. It felt like amemory from home.

"Therest of you, get yoursalves something to drink. Tea, coffee, anything. And eet, if you're hungry. The
ship's not the only thing that needs fuel. We're going to need physica aswell as mental strength if were
going to get through this"

Everyone suddenly redlized that they were thirsty or hungry or both, and Walker waited patiently for
them to sate themsalves. Once the crew had hel ped themsalves to the ship's supplies, he cleared his
throat to get their attention.

"Theway | seeit,”" he sarted in, "we have more than one criticd issue facing us. First and foremodt, it
doesn't sound to me like SSAB has the dightest ideahow to get us home. They say they'reworking oniit.
Maybe they'll figure something out and maybe they won't, but it's something we should be working on
oursalves. We might think of an approach that wouldn't occur to them. After all, were the oneswho are
'on Site,' so to speak.” He looked around the cabin. "Aslong as we're on the subject, anyone have any
bright ideas?’

Clarkson spoke up firgt. "Actudly, yes. It's been on my mind despite the advent of that chatty metallic
mongtrosity out on the plateau.”

"Shareit," Walker encouraged him.

Clarkson smacked hislips, and continued. "Well, if what SSAB said istrue about ustraveling through a
created wormhole of some kind, then it's possible that it's ill there. My fedling isthat it must be, because
that'sthe only way | can think of that we've been able to communicate with them. Unlessthe dien
communicator operates on some level of physicality were not even aware of, | would think that in order
for our transmission to be reaching them and vice versa, the wormhole hasto ill exigt.”



"Craig'sgot agood point,” Gonzaez agreed. "Even dlowing for some kind of far-fetched dien
functiondity, thelack of any significant time delay in our communications with Earth suggests that our
sgnal isgoing under space, or around it, or via something that, as Craig says, we don't understand.”

"Aslong asit works," Walker declared. "Well worry about the 'how' when we get home." Heturned his
attention back to Clarkson. "So the ideaiis that if we can relocate the wormhole, we could go back
throughiit, right?’

Clarkson nodded dowly. "Theoretically, yes. Depending on how the applicable gravitationd forcesare
structured, trying to go back through it might also reduce usto a cute molecular blob floating in space. Or
something smdler. Therés no knowing.”

"Theory'swhat landed us out herein thefirgt place." Thompson exhaded heavily. "We can't take that kind
of achance on theory. We need to know what will happen!”

"Fair enough,” Avery agreed. " So what's our dternative?'
"'Scuse me?' Thompson asked.

"If wetry to use thewormhole, or whatever the digtortion is, to go back," Avery elaborated, "on the
basis of atheory, one of two thingsislikely to result. Wewill live, or wewill die. If we stay out here,
we'regoing to die. Either the dlienswill kill us or eventudly well run out of food and water." He pointed
to the dien world outsde the viewport. "Air it looks like we've got, but | haven't seen much in the way of
potential edibles sincewe landed. And," hefinished, "nothing persond, but even if we could survive here
| think I'd be sick of your faceinsde of ayear."

"And vice versa," Thompson conceded. "Nothing persond, Mike."
"I'mwith Craig." Gonzaez didn't heditate. "It'stry thewormhole or die."

Waker let them tak for another minute or two, running various protocols through his mind, then held up
his hand for slence. " Something e seis bothering me about the wholeidea, and it has nothing to do with
itsviability. If we can figure out that going back through the wormholeisapossibility, and doitinless
than aday, then it stands to reason that so can the specialists at SSAB. So why haven't they said
anything about it?"

When no one commented, he continued. "If we can go back through the wormhole, what's to say these
alien creatures can't and won't follow us? Do we redly want to lead them back to within ameteor'sfal of
our home planet? Envision awhole army of 1ce Men and/or hisrelatives alive and kicking on Earth and
ready to beat the composite metal stuffing out of one another and anything or anyone that getsin their

way."
"Oh, crap,” Thompson muttered unhappily. "Do | redlly want to know what you'reimplying, Sam?"

"I'm not implying: I'm saying. We can't go back.” Walker let that sink in. No one said anything. "Not
unless we can discover away to get through the worm-hole while closing it behind us." He looked over
at hisengineer. "Got any good ideasfor that one, Craig?"

Clarkson didn't reply, and neither did anyone el se.

"That'swhat | thought,” Walker said into the resulting silence. " So we wait and see what develops.
Maybe theimmediate situation will change and we can look for away to get home. But one thing we
can't do under any circumstancesis lead these destructive Autobots back to Earth.”



"Not to put it too bluntly,” Thompson muttered, "but you're saying we might just haveto give up and die
out here"

Waker met his copilot's gaze without flinching. "That's exactly what 1I'm saying, Jake. So wed better
work hard at making very good friends with this Starscream being. When al is said and done he might be
our only way home."

"Starscream, thisis Barricade on the Nemesis. Areyou there?'

Annoyed a the interruption, Starscream paused in his ongoing communications with the humans. "What is
it, Barricade?' he snapped. "I told you to wait to hear from me."

"Our scanners have picked up Optimus Prime heading down to the surface of the planet,” Barricade
explained. "Do you want ass stance?'

Starscream congdered and came to adecision quickly. "Negative. Thisisyour chance. Don't throw it
away. With Optimus out of the way, move the Nemesis into attack position but don't attack. Feint and
give theimpresson that you're going to do o, but use your approach to draw the remaining Autobots
away from the protection of their vessel and then engage them. | expect their utter annihilation before |
return. Isthat understood?"

"Asyou command, Starscream.” Barricade hesitated amoment. "What of the peculiar dien craft? Did
youfindit?'

"Oh, yes" Starscream could not concedl his satisfaction. "The crestureswho infest it are very primitive
organic life-forms. Their imitative ship mafunctioned during ashort journey within their own star system.
They are not even sure of the mathemeatics by which they traveled here, let alone the mechanisms. | will
seetoit that they are dealt with appropriately. Y ou and the others devote your attention to the remaining
Autobots”

"Of course." Barricade shut down the communications channd..

Starscream promptly resumed his conversation with the humans. "1 gpologize for the interruption. | was
just in contact with my shipmates. They report that one of the Autobots, the monstrous creature called
Optimus Prime, ison hisway here even as we speak.”

Thisinformation spawned an amusing chorus of childish babbling within the dien ship. Starscream
alowed it to fester for afew moments before avowing, with profound nobleness of purpose, "I will, of
course, do my best to protect you."

"Thank you," the human on the other end of the transmission replied. "What advice do you have for us?
How should, how can we proceed to protect ourselves?'

"Wait," Starscream advised him. "While the Autobots are very deceitful, they are as susceptible to error
asany sentient being. It may be that Optimus Prime will make amistake and we will be able to destroy
him quickly, with minimal risk to ether you or mysdf."

They discussed optionsfor severd more minutes. Starscream paid only minima attention to the infantile
comments and suggestions. The mgjority of his concentration was devoted to a continuous and detailed
scan of the surrounding region. He did not want Optimus Prime sneaking up on him the same way he
himself had dipped in behind the hapless Bumbl ebee.

It was only ashort timelater that his sensors reported the sound of advanced wegponsfire. The source



was underground and nearby, and he considered leaving the humansto investigate. Unnecessary for the
moment, he decided. If one of hisless subtle brethren or an unaccounted-for Autobot wereto arrive here
and take hisplace, dl his hard work might come undone. The key to what he had concocted was making
the humans believe in him before he ensured their destruction.

"Isyour ship capable of traveling ashort distance?' heinquired.

"Yes. Why?" the human who was speaking asked.

" An advanced wegpon was recently fired nearby. | believe it would be prudent of usto investigate.”

The voice on the other end of the transmission sounded unsure. ™Y ou want us to come with you? Why?" .
"I | leave you here done and go to investigate, you will be more vulnerable than if you are with me.”
There was some discussion of thisinsde the craft; then, "That makes sense. Y es, wewill come.”

"l am pleased,” he replied with becoming humbleness. I will travel a avelocity that will dlow you to
track me."

Rising from the rocky plain, Starscream headed off at an absurdly dow speed in the direction of the
wespons discharge. He dmost winced at the sound of the alien ship asit lifted from the surface and
commenced to follow in hiswake. Compared with the inhabitants of Cybertron, with their integral
propulsive systems, the humans ship was arattling, banging cacophony that sounded asif it might shake
itsdlf to pieces at any moment. Y et when he glanced back to make certain that they were indeed tracking
him, he saw that the little vessdl had reached atitude and was keeping up without difficulty. He
accelerated dightly and was pleased to seethat it promptly matched the increase. In flight the ship was
nowhere near as graceful as a Decepticon or an Autobot, but in time perhaps their machines might
develop into something better. Of course, if evolution proceeded down its natura path, their machines
would eventualy achieve consciousness on their own and assume control from their organic progenitors.

He sped quickly across the blasted landscape. Before long the reverberation of weaponsfire grew
louder. A transmission from the humans indicated that they wanted him to stop.

Irritated, he complied. Both fliers touched down on smooth rock. He had aready decided that the
primitive hardline communication was unnecessarily dow and uncertain. There had to be a better method
of conversing.

"What isyour concern?' heinquired impatiently.
"Are those the wegpons you referred to, and are they il firing?”

"Yes" Starscream replied. "Wewill use caution until | can fully evauate the Situation. Knowing their
irrationa naturesaswell as| do, it is even possible the Autobots may be fighting among themselves.
Bdieveit or not, they are reduced to that from time to time."

"And if that'sthe case here?'

"Then it would be an abdication of responsibility not to take advantage of the distraction to destroy
them," heexplained.

Giving the querulous organics no time to discuss the matter, he broke off communications and began
walking toward the sound of combat. A seriesof rock pillarslay directly ahead, and his sensorstold him
that the noise of baitle originated from somewherein their immediate vicinity.



If all went according to plan, not only would the humans perish, but so would one or more of hisancient
enemies

Chapter Nine

Kinnear struggled to swim up out of the blackness. Attempting to open hiseyesfdt liketrying tolift a
ten-ton boulder. He couldn't do it, didn't really want to do it. A part of him, the part that was conscious
and trying to awaken him, yelled that if he did not wake up, did not face theicy cold and the excruciating
painin hisleft leg, he was going to expire. Hewould die frozen and bleeding to desth in aforeign
landscape of snow and ice and rock, and he would not have anyone to blame but himsdif.

Behind hiseyes, hetried to think of something else. Anything &l se except waking up and dealing with the
here and now. It was cold, cold so what more natural than that he should flash back three years ago to
the swdtering, stinking saunathat was Vietnam? He had been alieutenant colonel then and Nolan had
been amgor. The whys and hows of that bizarre day, why two high-ranking officers had ended up
running for their lives down afilthy backstreet in Saigon wondering as they ran how they were going to
survive, did not reglly matter. What had mattered to him at that particular moment was the blood.

The blood that was dripping down the inside of hiswaistband and dowly soaking through his pants. The
blood that was 00zing like crimson honey from the gunshot wound in hislower |eft abdomen. The blood
and the searing pain that shot through him every time he moved, took a bresth, or even thought about
taking one more step. He had wanted to quit then, maybe find somewhere to hole up until the pain went
away of its own accord. Nolan had saved him. It had been Nolan's voice that he had followed through
the haze of pain, Nolan's strong hand on hisarm, pulling him forward, guiding him around the stals of
chattering merchants and the silently staring wide-eyed children clumped together in the Streets.

"Come on, Tom," Nolan had kept saying. “"Not much farther now."

"Where?' Kinnear remembered himself asking over and over, asif the query had come from somewhere
else, from another person. "Where?”

"The embassy,” Nolan repestedly told him. "'If we can get to the embassy, well be safe”

"Sayswho?' Kinnear remembered laughing and spitting blood a combination of reactionsto
circumstances that most human beings, thankfully, would never have to experience. Who had shot him?
Why? He remembered. Even the best assassins sometimes run into other assassins.

"Saysme," Nolan had replied, dragging him on. "Keep moving."

And somehow, someway, Kinnear had. He'd put one booted foot in front of the other, hisincreasingly
numb steps lubricated by his own blood, and Nolan had gotten him to the embassy. Thelast thing he
remembered was the stunned look on the MP'sface as they hit the gate, and then he had fainted. When
he woke up, he wasin an army hospital in the Philippines and Nolan wasin the bed next to him.

"What happened to you?" he remembered asking, hismind still groggy.
"Sameasyou," Nolan told him. "Got shot.”

Kinnear didn't remember that part. "Where?' Nolan grinned across at him. "Right in the ass, Tom. That's



where they usualy shoot you when you're running away."

Both of them had laughed then, giddy with smply being aive. Happy to have completed their misson,
even if they had both been shot doing it.

A gust of icy, decidedly untropicad air tried to pull the skin off hisface and Kinnear was hauled
mercilesdy back to the present. The wind aso brought the sound of afamiliar voice: Lieutenant Jensen.

"Sir! Sir' Comeon, sir! You've got to wake up now!"

Kinnear groaned and forced his eyes open. Why couldn't they just leave him done? It was not asif this
were Phil, telling him to keep going. "All right," he mumbled, surprised at how week his voice sounded.
At how weak hefdt. Hetried to move. A bolt of pain shot through hisleg, and he bit back acry ashis
entire body locked up in an uncontrolled spasm. He was fully awake now, staring out into the darkness
of ablinding, fullblown Arctic blizzard.

Jensen was knedling in front of him. The expression on the junior officer's face was not encouraging. " Sir,
are you with me now?"

Kinnear nodded. "Y eah," he muttered. "Why? Are we on adate?' Training took over. " Status?'

"Sir, your left leg isbroken dl to hell and the entire convoy is smashed up. Closed up like an accordion.
Oncethebigrig lost it, everything went to hell. We've got afield tent set up, and we need to move you.
Youll die of hypothermia otherwise.”

Kinnear nodded again, knowing that no matter how much care his rescuers took while moving him it was
dill going to hurt like hell.

"There are morphine jabsin the medkit, Sr," the solicitous Jensen continued. "I'll stick you and well give
it aminute to work, then well get you moved to some shelter.”

"No." Fully awake now, Kinnear's mind was working furioudy. "No."

nGp?

"l can't think if I'm doped up on morphine, Lieutenant. I'm going to have to tough it out.”
"Areyou sure, Sr?" Jensen sounded uncertain.

"I'm sure,” Kinnear told him, even though it was alie. Not the first he had told in his career, he reflected.
Raising hishead, he managed to look down at hisleg, and grimaced. It was bad, dl right. The femur had
not punched through the skin, but he could see it pressing against the underside of the muscle. A
makeshift splint had been applied while he wasin the dark. Why couldn't it have been anice,
sraightforward break? " Give me your belt,” he muttered.

Jensen nodded and did his belt out of itsloops, doubled it over, and handed it to him. Kinnear took it
and put it between histeeth. "Whenever you're ready, Lieutenant.” He bit down hard on the cold fabric.

"Yes, gr." Looking around, Jensen signaed two men standing nearby, and they hurried over. "He
declined the morphine. Well move him asfast aswe can. No stopping and don't drop him, for God's
sake. Get him into the tent and on acot, got it?'

"Yes, dr," the two men chorused.

Inthe dim light Kinnear could see they were enlisted men, acouple of privates. They looked scared. He



nodded, trying to reassure them.
"Do what you need to do, men.”

"I've got hisleg splinted as best we can for now," Jensen exclaimed. ™Y ou each take aleg. Whoever'son
the busted one, make sure you hold him above the break. Pull him gently out of the cab, then I'll grab his
shoulders. Welift and go, got it?"

"Yes, dr," they chorused again. "Good,” Jensen muttered. "Let'sdoit." And they did. As smooth as
dipping afresh digper under acolicky baby. It didn't matter. Kinnear till screamed into the fabric of the
belt. Screamed and bit down so hard that he damn near cut clean through the tough materia. They were
amost to the tent, adark green shadow in the snow, when he passed out again.

Likethe Ark, the Nemesis was more transport than warship, but Barricade acknowledged Starscream's
orders and intended to obey as best he was able. His companions were in complete agreement with the
srategy. Without Optimus Prime there to protect and guide them, the few remaining Autobots were
vulnerable. It was a perfect time for an al-out assaullt.

"Everyone, you heard Starscream.” Barricade activated the sublight drive. "We're going to moveinto
attack position. Bonecrusher, | want you to lead the assault. I'll remain behind and employ the ship asa
digraction.”

A Decepticon of few words, Bonecrusher uttered agrowl and gestured sharply as he whirled and led the
otherstoward the hangar.

Barricade watched them leave the control room, then returned his attention to the ship's instruments.
Therewas no point in trying to mask their intentions. The Autobots would see them coming, and
Barricade was quietly pleased by thisrealization. Uncertainty and confusion might lead their foesto make
amisteke.

Asthe Nemesis glided out of the moon's shadow he aimed it straight for the Ark. Thelimited wegpons
systems on the Decepticon transport were unlikely to destroy the Autobot vessdl, but there was aways
the chance awell-placed blast might disable something critical.

"Autobots, foul Autobots, here we come,” Barricade sang to himself. "L et our long war resume and let it
end here”

"Ratchet, Ironhide!" Jazz cdled out. "1 think weve got company.”
From the repair bay, Ratchet responded, " Company ?'

"Decepticons” Jazz informed him. "The Nemesis just emerged from behind the near moon, and it's
headed in thisdirection.”

"We're on our way," Ironhide reported. "Well go straight to the hangar bay."

"Ratchet, you need to come up here and take contral," Jazz told his colleague. ™Y ou interface with the
instrumentation better than | do."

Ratchet started to argue, but Ironhide intervened. "He'sright. Besides, if you get killed, who's going to fix
LS?I



A reluctant Ratchet conceded the logic of the argument as Jazz completed a quick sensor sweep before
stepping clear of the main console. "They're activating their wegpons systems.”

Ratchet chuckled. "Then they'rein for asurprise. Y ou and Ironhide head out to meet them. They'll want
to fight hand to hand. Just remember that once you're out there I'll be powering up our new shields; you
won't be able to get back on board until 1 lower them."

"We know." Jazz headed for the near portd, then stopped in confusion. "What do you mean we can't get
back on board?'

"Over theyears|'ve had alot of timeto tinker," Ratchet replied. "I've made afew modificationsto our
origina defensive systems. They're much stronger now, and the shields function in perfect harmony with
the smilarly upgraded weapons.”

"Y ou've been abusy Ratchet, haven't you?' Jazz commented. "What about Optimus and Bumblebee?
We haven't heard back from them yet."

"I know, but remember that we're under orders not to risk the Ark. I'll keep monitoring for them.
Meanwhile, you and Ironhide need to prepare for combat. If | givethe signal, get back to the hangar.
Remember Optimuss directive. If things don't go our way, were to take off and return at alater date.”

"I remember," Jazz murmured. "I remember and obey, but | don't haveto likeit."
"None of usdoes," Ratchet agreed quietly.

As he headed for the hangar bay Jazz found himsalf wondering what the next few hourswould bring.
Could they possibly end the war here and now, in this out-of-the-way, unfamiliar corner of space? If they
could disable the Nemesi's, any Decepticons who survived would find themsalves stranded in this
backwater corner of the galaxy for along, long time. With luck, maybe forever.

He flashed acknowledgment at Ironhide as he stepped into the hangar. "I've got anidea.”
"Oh, redly?" Ironhide rumbled. "Since when are you a strategist?”
Jazz laughed. "I'm not, but this one just might work. Want to hear it?'

"l have achoice?' When Jazz had something to say, Ironhide reflected, everyone within range was
subjected to it whether they were interested or not. Still, he nodded agreeably. "Go ahead. I'm open to
anything that might help us get out of thisin one piece.

"Good," Jazz replied. "Hereswhat | proposeto do.”

Kinnear came out of the dark once more and thistime found himself on acot. The dark green canvas of
an army field tent snapped in the wind above his head. There were a couple of heavy blankets over him,
and someone had set up space heaters and a generator. The tent had light and warmth.

Heforced himsdf abit more upright and saw Jensen standing near the opening, hisface to the scorm
howling outside. He swallowed, hoping hisvoice would carry. " Jensen.”

Apparently it was sufficient, because Jensen turned around. "' Sir. Sorry about that. Y ou turned down the
morphine. It couldn't be helped.”

"No, it couldn't,” Kinnear agreed readily. "Listen, | know that everyone'sworking to get the convoy back
on track, but if it hasn't been done aready, | want you to get sentries out fight now. | know the weather



sucks, but put up a perimeter a one hundred yards and rotate the men at least every hour.”
"Yes, gr." Jensen nodded understandingly. "I'll seetoiit.”

"Next, if hesill dive and mobile, | want the driver of that lead truck in here right now.”
"Sir?" Jensen eyed his commander doubtfully.

"Thisislousy wesether to drivein, and we implemented alast-minute route change,”" Kinnear said through
clenched teeth, "but that's no excuse. Y ou put aman on point because he's supposed to be the best. His
dipup could cost us alot more than probably even he knows. Get himin here.”

Jensen nodded. The operation commander's leg might be broken, but it was clear that everything else
wasfully functiond. "I'll beright back, sir."

Kinnear watched as the lieutenant headed out into the snow, barking orders as he went. Hisinitial
assessment of the man was further confirmed. Jensen had kept his head and had not panicked.

He returned ashort time later, brushing snow and ice off his coat. "Sir, the perimeter has been established
and arotationisin place”

"And thedriver?" Kinnear prompted.

Therising rednessin Jensen's face was not entirely due to the effects of the weather. "We're, uh looking
for him, gr.”

Kinnear blinked at the lieutenant. "L ooking for him?"

"I know he survived the crash, dr," Jensen went on. "1 saw him get out of the truck myself. But I'm having
trouble locating him right now. Were kind of spread out. Things are improving by the minute, but there's
dill alot of chaos out there."

"Uh-huh,” Kinnear muttered. "All right, let'sleave that for amoment and give me asit rep.”

Relieved, Jensen nodded. "Yes, sir. Weve got six serioudy injured and about adozen banged up to a
lesser degree or another. They'rein the bigger tent next door, and the medics are aready working on
them. While you were out, one came in here and redid the splint on your leg. Said hed be back in alittle
whileto check onyou."

"And the vehicles?' While not anticipating trouble, Kinnear prepared himsdf for the worst.

"Those that managed to avoid the chain reaction mostly did so by diding off theroad. Severd areinthe
drainage ditch. Once we get some chains hooked up, | think we can pull most of them out, if not al.” He
hesitated. "Thered problemisthe lce Man's specid vehicle, sir.”

Kinnear started to ask what was wrong there when a commotion outside stopped him. The tent flaps
were thrown back and Jensen stepped out of the way as a sergeant and a speciaist camein out of the
snow. They were dragging an unconscious figure between them. The man's hands were bound behind his
back. They threw him to the ground in a heap, sketched aquick salute, and the sergeant growled,
"Caught this man trying to get past the perimeter, Sir. Leaving the convoy, that is."

Clearly fighting to contain hisanger, the burly non-com's expresson and toneindicated that if his
commanding officer would just give him permission, he would be more than happy to pick the offender
up and dump him on the ground afew moretimes, just for exercise. "Had to knock him in the head pretty



good to convince him to come back with us"

Kneeling beside the prone soldier, Jensen pulled back the hood of the man's parka. When he did, the
soldier's helmet came off with it. "What the ?' Startled, Jensen straightened and |ooked over at
Kinnear."A Corporal Hodgson was the driver of the lead truck. He hasn't been with uslong, but | don't
think thisis Corporal Hodgson."

Standing by, the sergeant stared at the man on the ground, then nodded to the soldier who had
accompanied him. Both men drew their service pistols and held them at the ready.

Kinnear gestured toward the prisoner. "Wake him up. We need some answers, and we need them fast.”

Taking amedica carafe from the nearby field table, the lieutenant proceeded to upend it directly over the
face of the sorawled figure. The man was lucky: the container held only cold water. He spluttered and
coughed as his eyes came open, groaned, started to speak, and stopped himself.

"Who are you?' Jensen snapped.
The man blinked up at him. "Peter Hodgson, corporal, USA."

Jensen's gaze narrowed. "Bull." He nodded at the sergeant standing nearby. Raising hisweapon, the
noncom leveled itsmuzzle at the man'sface.

"Let'stry that again." Jensen wasn't smiling. "I'll count to three. One™
"You can't do this." The man smiled knowingly.
"Two," Jensen said camly. From the hospital cot,

Kinnear looked on without commenting. "Nobody will find your body. We're just doing our bit for the
food chain. The polar bears and the wolves will be pleased. "Thr "

Rapidly logang the amile, theman cried, "Stop."

Jensen nodded again at the sergeant. The noncom lowered his weapon. He looked disappointed.
"Y ou Americanswith your funny little games" the man told hisaudience.

"Help me st up,” Kinnear muttered.

Moving over to the cot, Jensen eased his commanding officer into an upright position. Adjusting to
verticaity, Kinnear waited impatiently while stars flickered before his eyes. Gradually the sparkling black
and slver spots went away, and he was able to see the man on the ground clearly.

"I'm gtarting to pick up just ahint of an accent. Let metake awild guess. Russian, da?"
"Corpora Peter Hodgson," the man corrected him. "Reporting for duty.”

"Sure," Kinnear riposted. "And I'm President Nixon. I'd guess 'Pyotr' rather than Peter. Why don't you
just spill it?Y ou're not going anywhere. Unlessit'sto have lunch with theloca wildlife." He nodded in the
direction of the unabashedly eager sergeant. "'I'm in no mood to play games, and neither are my men.”

The man shrugged, relaxed. "It's not Pyotr Peter. It's Sergei. Sergei Tasarov,” he confessed. "Lieutenant
Tasarov." The smile returned, abeit subdued. "Not reporting for duty, I'm afraid.”



"I'minterested in your mission, not your rank,” Kinnear told him.
"It matters not," Tasarov murmured. "I have done what | was sent to this miserable place to do."

"And what wasthat?' Kinnear asked. "Y ou said you don't like our games. | don't think you'd like nude
tag. It'salittle chilly Outsde.

"The lce Man," Tasarov explained. "My task was to stop him from getting into America” Hesat up a
little Sraighter. "1 have done that. Even now my comrades are on their way here to take possession of
thistressure.”

"Y our comrades?’ Jensen's eyebrows rose.

Tasarov was enjoying himsalf now. "Soviet Arctic KGB specid forces. Brought to this coast by
submarines and waiting on my signal which | was able to broadcast just before | crashed the truck.” He
looked back at Kinnear. "Y ou'll find the miniature transmitter under its seet, if you careto look."

"How many?' A hard knot was forming in Kinnear's gut. The station itself had always been susceptible to
attack. Obscurity and isolation had been its best defenses. Out here on the virtualy nonexistent road he
and histeam were beyond vulnerable. "How many men?"

"Oh, but to tdl you would be cheating.” Tasarov was smiling again. "'l will leaveit asalittle surprisefor
you. Just like my being here was asurprise, yes?' He gestured toward the tent's entrance. "Throw me
outsdeif youwill. I anfrom Irkutsk. Thisislikefal weather to me."

Jensen and Kinnear exchanged glances. "Do we have radio contact with SSAB?" he asked. "Or the
coas?'

A grim-faced Jensen shook hishead. "V ery spotty, Sr. The storm's been playing hdll with our field units.
Modtly dl were getting right now isstatic.”

"Damn." Kinnear glanced back at the Russian. "' So how'd he get asignd out?!

Tasarov laughed. " Americansthink they are the only oneswith technology. Satelliterelay. Y ou will be
interested to know | was able to use the antenna on your lead vehicle.”

Kinnear glared down a him. "In case you've forgotten, theres an Arctic blizzard raging outside. Y our
friends till haveto find usin the torm.”

"What do we do with him?"' Jensen wondered.

Kinnear consdered theinfiltrator for amoment. He was not a cold-blooded killer, and if they could get
him back to Washington there were others there who would eagerly embrace the opportunity to have a
nice long, friendly chat with such avisitor. Meanwhile the man might get hungry or thirsty and decide he
waswilling to talk some more.

" Sergeant, take him over to the field hospital. Make sure he'swell secured. | want aguard on him around
the clock assuming we're here that long. And take all his clothes except for his underwear.”

"I will freeze to death!" the Russian objected.

Kinnear'slipstightened. "Naw. Y ou're from Irkutsk, remember? A little shivering won't kill you. Or
maybe you'l just catch some smple pneumonia. Asatourist in these parts you should pick up a souvenir
or two."



The Russian spit on thefloor. ™Y ou cannot treat melikethid It isagaingt the Geneva Convention!™

Kinnear stared hard a him. "Y ou're not a prisoner of war, tovarich. Therulesarealittle different for
spies. You know that." He gestured at Jensen. "Get him out of here.”

Together with the other two soldiers, the lieutenant hauled the infiltrator to hisfeet and dragged him away.
Jensen returned a short time later and gave his commander asharp nod.

"It'sdone,”" he declared.
Kinnear nodded approvingly. " So now we've got another problem. Russians and the Ice Man, right?”

Jensen nodded. "The hauler was damaged in the crash. Not severdly, but with theweight it's carrying it
doesn't take much to bring it to a halt. The mechanics are doing the best they can. The problem isn't the
vehicleit's the damage to the cargo. It's only a matter of time."

The chill that raced up Kinnear's spine had nothing to do with thelocd climate. "Until what?*

"Until bethaws out,”" Jensen explained. "1've double-checked with the techs. They say that even inthis
blizzard, the temperature isn't low enough to keep him in stasisif the specia refrigeration equipment fails.
Something to do with the endothermic properties of the metal composite he's made out of. Apparently it
doesn't take much of arise in ambient temperature. Once he sartsto defrost, the reaction feeds on itsdlf,
acceerates exponentidly, and is hypothetically impossible to reverse.”

"How long do we have?' Tom asked.
"Three hours," Jensen told him. "Lessif the weather sartsto clear.”

"If Ilce Man wakes up, or reactivatesin any way, we're going to have red trouble out here." Kinnear was
shaking hishead dowly. "What kind of trouble | can't predict, and neither can anyone d<e. | just have
thisfedling it will be bad."

"I know." Jensen made an effort to find abright side. "Maybe our luck will change.”

Fighting through the pain, Kinnear sat up as straight on the cot as he could manage. "I persondly don't
find waiting for luck aviable strategy for dedling with a criss Stuation. We're going to have to teke the
offensive. I'm ready to fight the Russians and the weather and do both on abusted leg, but I'm not ready
to face apossibly rguvenated |ce Man on top of the other two.”

Jensen gave adight shrug. "It could beworse.”
"Worse?' Kinnear's gaze narrowed. "How could it get any worse?"
"He could be awake dready," the lieutenant pointed out.

"Why don't | find that encouraging?' Kinnear made arude noise. "Get the chief tech in hereand let's
explore our options.”

"Yes, ar." Jensen turned to leave. Then he stopped and looked back. "I'm sorry, sir.”
"For what?'
"For letting you down. Hodgson was one of my guys. | should've detected the switch.”

"Given the breadth of your responsihilities, Jensen, and the rate of personnel churn at the base, it's not



redistic to expect someonein your position to know every soldier at the Sation by sight. Forget it." Left
unsaid was the question of what had happened to the real Peter Hodgson, corporal, USA. "Let's
concentrate on the problemsin front of us, rather than the ones behind us, okay?"

"Yes, gr. Thank you, Sir." Jensen stiffened, snapped off a serious salute, pivoted smartly on hished, and
|eft the tent again.

Exhausted, Kinnear lay back down on the cot's hard pillow and pulled the blankets up higher around him.
Despite the medication and treatment he had been given, his broken leg throbbed asif it were trying to
sngp clean at thejoint and run off onits own.

Somehow, somewaly, he had to get both histeam and hisirreplaceable cargo out of here before the
Russans showed up. Outside, the wind continued to howl.

For once, he welcomed the sound.

"Stay behind me," Optimus told Bumblebee. His head tilted back, the Autobot leader was gazing
upward.

Bumblebee tried to peer around the much larger form of hisleader to determine the problem.

The problem proceeded to announce itsdlf. "Optimus Prime," Starscream sneered from above. "l seeyou
have findly found a place where you belong: a suitably deep holein the ground. I hopeit isto your liking,
snce you will be spending therest of eternity there"

Over Optimus's shoulder, Bumblebee could see the Decepticon hovering overhead in transformed mode.
It looked eexily like Megatron in his aircraft shape.

Optimus replied in acontrolled, even voice, "Star-scream, | didn't come down hereto fight you. Move
on. Thereisno reason for those other, innocent lifeformsto get hurt.”

"Why would you assumethey arein danger?' the Decepticon leader replied. "Now | mysdlf, well, if |
departed could | redly trust you not to sneak up on me from behind? Do you think | am naive enough to
believe you would smply head back to your ship without pouncing on this opportunity for afight?’

"That's exactly what | intend,” Optimusinformed him. "I came down here to get Bumblebee, and now
welll go back to the Ark. If it's battle you want, thet'sfine. | accept. But let'sfinish it in free space where
these other beings are not at risk.”

Starscream chortled. He did not have a pleasant laugh. " Oh, there is going to be abattle. But I'm afraid
you will bemissing out onit." Heturned away. "Good-bye, Optimus Prime."

Reaching down, Optimus scooped up Bumblebee under one arm. "Hang on!™ Activating his propulsion
system, he boosted skyward.

The ingtant he and Bumbl ebee started to emerge from the opening, Starscream opened fire. That was
expected. What was not expected was that the dien vessd, positioned nearby, did so aswell.

Demondtrating an agility and reaction time that were astounding even for one so advanced, Optimus spun
180 degreesin midair and disappeared back into the cavity. Rather than blowing hisbipeda form to
bits, the near-smultaneous blasts from Starscream and the missilesfired by the dien craft missed him
entirely. Instead, they brought down hundreds of tons of rock.



Landing on the cavern floor, Optimus sprinted for the nearest sde tunndl. Above, theroar of weapons
fire continued. An avalanche of smoking stone and shattered pillars proceeded to plug the cavern and the
overhead gap behind him.

Now the only quick way out was through one of the tunnels. Once safely clear of Starscream and the
unexpectedly belligerent diens, he would haveto find aweak place where he could blast a path through
to the surface. Sensorsindicated that the nearly fatal bombardment from above had finally ceased. A tap
on hisarm caused him to turn.

Bumblebee gestured meaningfully up the tunne they had taken. Until now, the hissing of the worm-things
had not been al that noticeable. Asthe two Autobots stood there, however, it began to riserapidly in
volume,

Scanning their immediate surroundings, Optimus noted anumber of smaller branchesleading off themain
tunndl. As near as he could tell a the moment, one was as close to the surface as another. If they kept
moving, hopefully they would avoid another encounter with the persistent and mindlesdy aggressive
creatures. Star-scream'’s taunt that there was soon to be a battle involving the Ark was preying heavily on
histhoughts.

"Come on, Bumblebee. Let's get away from thisplace.”

The smaller Autobot nodded and followed as Optimus started down the tunnel he had chosen. Opening
up, the passage was soon nearly aslarge as the one they had left behind. For that, Optimus was grateful.

Even though Starscream was not awitnessto their flight, he did not like the idea of having to crawl.

Chapter Ten

Nolan stared out at the Mission Control center, but his gaze was turned inward. He was remembering
when he had firgt finished Officer Candidate School and been assigned aduty station he had never
imagined existed except in cheap paperback novels and action films,

He was to take command of an dite unit of soldiersthat traveled the world doing black ops missonsfor
the CIA. Missionsthat required more attention to espionage than regular specia forces units could
handle. His men and women were soldiers, yes, but they were aso much more. Each wasatrained

n, most spoke at least three languages, and any one of them would be comfortable everywhere
from aback dley in Shanghai to abalroom in London. No wonder those who werein the know at the
Pentagon referred to them as "the Bond Squad.”

At thetime, Phil had not even been sure he wanted the command. He ended up taking it and spending
another sx months training with the new force before everyone agreed that the team was ready. Their
first mission turned out to be the hardest. Afterward al the others seemed, if not easy, at least |ess bloody
and complicated.

The mission's parameters were smple enough, at least on the surface. Go into Moscow and come back
with a dissdent who wanted to defect to Americain exchange for supplying the CIA with alist of
vauable diases. Theboysat Langley had salivated over the prospect. The list promised to compromise
half the Soviet agentsin Eastern Europe. Despite the difficult location the operation had been laid out asa



sraightforward snatch-and-go. It ended up arunning firefight on agrass airstrip where helost one man
and had to haul out several more who had been serioudy injured. But they got their target out safely, and
theligt.

Afterward, he found himsdf wondering if it had been worth it.

Nolan remembered the man he had lost and had to leave behind. In the aftermath he had sworn to never
again leave behind amember of any team that was his responsibility.

He had kept that private, persona promise throughout al his subsequent years of service. Hed carried
Tom Kinnear to safety practically on his back when an assassination op in Saigon had gone wrong. And
while he knew that his days of field duty were long since over and done with, theidea of leaving
someone, anyone, behind was not in his nature.

Which meant that there had to be away to get Ghost 1 back through the wormhole.

Risng from his seat, he sgnaled his director of communications. Smythe moved a aspeed that belied his
appearance.

"Phil?" Smytheinquired. "What've you got?"
"] want the senior saff in the secure conference room in ten minutes.”

"We're going to try to get them back, aren't we?' Behind the thick glasses, a smile creased the other
man'sface.

Nolan nodded. "Damn right we are. There's got to be away. We sent them out there. Well get them
back."

"I'll get the Saff together,” Smythetold him.

"Il meet dl of you therein afew minutes. | want to check in with the lce Man convoy and make sure
that everything ison schedule.”

Smythe flashed him a thumbs-up, then turned and headed out to collect the senior staff.

Nolan had just turned away from his desk when one of the severa phones rang. The red phone.

That phone never rings, he reminded himself. It was not supposed to.

Reaching down, he picked up the handset and dowly brought it to hisear. "Nolan,” he said.

Faint with distance, the voice on the other end declared, "'Lieutenant Colonel Nolan, thisis Smmons."

Nolan tensed immediately. He had only met the Old Man twice, and they had barely exchanged afew
polite words. The Old Man spoke to Kinnear, not him. "Sir?" he managed. "How can | help you?'

"Y ou've got aproblem out there,” Simmonsinformed him unemotionaly. "1 just spoke with the captain of
the ship waiting to transfer Ice Man to the mainland. He hasn't heard from the convoy in over an hour.
Nor arethey answering radio cals, not even on the emergency frequencies.”

Nolan's thoughts sped. "Colond Kinnear is™

"A very capable leader,” Simmonsfinished for him. "I know. Whichiswhy I'mworried. Y ou know that
they're supposed to radio in status reports periodically en route and they haven't. No one has been able



to reach them. | refuse to put that down just to the local weather, no matter how bad. Kinnear bring you
up to speed on our intel before he left?!

"Yes, gr," Nolan replied. "'l agree with you on the weether. It'sterrible here right now. Even so, | can't
imagine they've run into anything more serious than icy roads and 9 ower-than-anticipated travel times.
Ontop of the blizzard conditions, we've been experiencing heavy auroras. As|'m sureyou're aware, Sir,
that can play hell with communications”

"Maybe," Simmons conceded. "And maybe not. | want you to take a squad and go out after them. Ice
Man is more important than anything el se werre working on right now."

"But, sir " Nolan began, Ghost 1's stuation uppermost in hismind.

"I know al about Ghost One's gatus," Simmons responded, anticipating Nolan'sincipient objections.
"But they're God knows where. Kinnear and his people are here, on the ground, and maybe in some kind
of trouble. Get ateam together and go find them. | want a status report in no less than one hour.
Understood?’

His heart anking, Nolan caught himsalf nodding. "Yes, ar. I'll seetoiit, ar.”
"I knew you would," the Old Man replied before breaking the connection.

"Great," Nolan muttered to himsdif. " So much for my timein thefield being over." Looking up, he saw
Smythereturning.

"I've got dmogt dl the senior staff in the conference room,” the communications director informed him, a
little out of bregth.

"Change of plans, Chris. Y ou're going to chair the meeting. I've got to go after Colonel Kinnear and the
convoy. It looks like they might have run into some trouble out there, and the Old Man himsdlf has
ordered me to take alook."

"Me?' Smythe balked. "Chair the meeting? Phil, I'm not qualified "

"Yes, you are," Nolan told him. "As of right now. When | get back, I'll want alist of options on my desk.
Right here." For emphasis, he jabbed afinger at the dick surface.

"What if Ghost One reportsin while you're gone?' Smythe wondered doud. "What do | tell them?"

"Ahh, come on, Chris" Nolan smiled encouragingly. "Y ou know that drill better than | do. Tell them
weredtill working onit and sall, sal, stal until 1 get back.”

"Okay." Smythe sounded unconvinced. "But don't fool around out there in the snow for too long. We
don't know how much time weve got to work with."

Instead of replying, Nolan tossed the communi cations director awave and headed for the hangar. Once
more and quite unexpectedly, he was going to lead asquad into thefield. It felt better than hed imagined.

He'd been driving adesk too long.

Thompson flew Ghost 1 over the barren landscape, trailing the dien that caled itsdf Starscream.
Through the foreport, Waker found himsdf frequently glancing down at massve rock formations and
improbably clustered boulders. Occasiona depressions boasted clusters of weirdly contorted scrub



growth.
"Put usdown here, Jake," Waker abruptly told his copilot.

Thompson looked over a him, then nodded forward, out the port. "What about our insstent alien
friend?'

"Hewantsto talk, well tak." Walker shook his head. " Something doesn't fed right to me."

Behind him, Clarkson spoke up. "Excuse mefor saying so, Captain, but that's a pretty feeble rationae for
cdlingahat.”

Walker looked back him. "Right there is one reason why I'm in command and you're an engineer. Jake?"

"Setting down, Sir." As he manipulated controls, Ghost 1 settled to the ground in agentle, effortlessglide.
Redlizing that the primitive organics were no longer following, Starscream swooped around in atight arc
and set down near the dlien craft.

"Isthere aproblem, my friends?' he broadcast.
Walker listened to the cold voice from the spesker.

"Marig, tel himwe" He thought about it for amoment, then continued. "Tell himweneedtoruna
diagnostic on our ship's systems.”

She nodded, then typed out the message on a keyboard. The words appeared on the screen in front of
her.

Receiving the broadcadt, an irritated Starscream replied impatiently. The request was not surprising,
redlly. He was astonished that the flimsy vessel had held together aslong asit had. "Very wdl. | will wait.
But you should make haste. Thereis no telling what mischief the remaining Autobots may be up to.”
Settling himsalf among the rocks nearby, he resolved to give the humans the time they had requested.
Within reason, of course.

Withinthe Ghost, Thompson eyed hisfriend and superior curioudy. "What's on your mind, Captain?'
"I've been wondering about those other aliens” he murmured. " The onesin the cavern.”

"So havel." Avery swiveled around in his seet. "That was a pretty one-sided fight. Even though we
joined infiring at them, asfar as| could tell they never shot back. Kind of a peculiar responsefor a
couple of supposedly bloodthirsty machine intelligences.”

Walker nodded dowly. "That'swhat 1've been thinking mysdlf." Leaning forward, he stared out the port
at theimpressive form of Starscream waiting nearby. "While | can't come up with a specific reason to
distrust this particular relative of the ce Man, he keegps reminding me of something that happened to me
back on Earth afew years ago.”

"What wasthat?' Thompson inquired.

"My wife bought acar," he explained. "Or nearly did." He paused to gather the recollection. " She'd found
thislittle convertible, awhite Spitfire, on alot not far from our place in San Diego. Just fell in lovewithit.
Test-drove the thing two or three times before mentioning it to me, which wasfine, and | agreed to go
and have alook at it.

"The sdlesman was polite, smooth, al help and no hasde," he continued. "But there was something about



him that reminded me of an oil spot on anice-skating rink. Y ou know a pretty rainbow shimmer that'll
send you ass over teskettle if you get too closeto it?" Thompson nodded. The otherslistened knowingly.

"Stll," Waker went on, "Julie wanted the car, so we went ahead and bought it. Three days later the head
gasket blew and amechanic friend of mine told me that they have ways of hiding that sort of thing for a
short time even from knowledgesble buyers.™

Thompson considered. " So what you're saying isthat your head's about to blow, or €lse you think that
this Starscream mechanoid is hiding something.”

Walker didn't try to conced hisuncertainty. "I don't know what to think. Only that he reminds me of that
used-car salesman. Everything's been too pat, too hurried. | get the feding we're being led around. It
might be to somewhere good or maybe it's not." He looked helplesdy at his crew. "Does any of this
make any sense, or am | just being paranoid?’

"Paranoiaisacongructive attribute in acaptain,” Gonzaez pointed out. "' Since we're discussing it, one
thing that's struck me about this Starscream is that he doesn't walit for questions. He just gives orders.
Maybe they're only 'suggestions,’ but they sure sound like ordersto me." She eyed her shipmates. "Me, |
liketo know why I'm being given orders. | like background, | need reasons.” She smiled. "Makesmea
lousy soldier, but agood technician.”

Clarkson was not smiling &t dl. "Y ou think maybe he'slying to us, Captain? About what?"

Shaking his head, Walker replied, "I don't know. | just keep coming back to those other machine diens
downin the fissure. If they're supposed to be so aggressive, why didn't they ever return fire? The big one
looked likeit might have been trying to talk with Starscream. If they're as belligerent as hé'sbeen telling
us, why make an effort to communicate instead of just going to guns? Damn it, something about this
doesn't fed right!"

"I concur," Avery agreed. "Therésno logic to it. It's been too easy.”
"Easy?' Clarkson remarked. "You cdl dl thiseasy?"

The science officer raised an eyebrow and replied in his deep voice. "Actudly, yes. None of usis dead,
and therés ill hope we might find away to get home. Then out of the blue, or more precisdy out of the
black, these dliens show up, and without any preliminary discussion or cautious conversation or careful
exchange of how-do-you-dos, suddenly we've got one acting like he's our long-lost best friend. Why?
Alien dtruism? An irresstible compulsion to protect poor, feeblelittle Homo sapiens from the big bad
Autobots? No, | think the captainisright. It'sal just been too pat.”

"l seeyour point,” Thompson responded. "What does this Starscream creature gain by befriending us?'

"L et's suppose you're correct and we have reason to be suspicious,” Clarkson commented. "Where does
that leave us?'

"I don't know," Walker readily admitted. "But those two other dliens are dead or trapped in a collapsed
cavern, and we helped bring that about. Maybe before we go blasting off into space with our big buddy
Starscream to take part in some interstellar other-species war just because he saysit'sthe right thing for
usto do, we should consider dl possible aspects of such aserious action.”

"What do you want to do, Captain?' Thompson asked him. "We can't just Sit here. Asyou pointed out
earlier, it may be that Starscream and his friends represent our only hope of getting home.”

"I remember," Waker acknowledged. "But for right now, were going to try something else.” He paused



briefly. "Weregoingtolie”
"Lie?' Gonzaez dared a him. "Lie about what?"

Walker chuckled. "Well, it's not much of alie. We're going to tell him we need to make some repairs
before we can leave the planetary surface again.”

"Hell believethat,” Avery commented. "He hasto know that our shipisn't hisequal. It's an imitation, not
anorigind."

Waker nodded, then changed the subject. "Here's a question to think about. What isit that makes
them alive? How are they more than just machines?'

"That's aheck of agood question. But one that will haveto wait." Clarkson pointed through the
viewport. "He's coming back."

Having exhausted his very limited patience, Starscream communi cated with the dien craft. "Areyou
ready to depart?'

"Tel him no, Maria"" As he gave the command, Walker wondered why he waswhispering. "Explain that
we need to rest aswell as perform some essential work on our ship.”

Gonzalez sent the message. The response was enlightening.
"Rest? Are you experiencing mafunctions?'

Waker shook his head. "Explain to him that our systems function differently from his. In order to operate
at full capacity we need to minimize our functionsfor a period of time so we can recharge.”

Once more she tranamitted the message. Starscream's reply indicated that while he understood, he was
gill upset. "Very well. It isunfortunate you will not immediately be able to participate in the forthcoming
noble conflict. I can linger here no longer and must return to my comrades. Rest assured that | will come
back for you in ashort time."

"Agreed,” Gonzaez sent.

They waited a good fifteen minutes after Starscream | eft them before Thompson activated the drive again.
The ship started forward on itslanding skids. A moment later and long before it began to approach
anything like liftoff velocity, it gave an unexpected shudder and started diding to starboard.

"Uh-oh," Thompson muttered, suddenly fighting with the controls.
Along with everyone e se's attention, Walker'swas fixed forward. "Up, baby, get up. Up, damniit!"
"Hold on!" Thompson yelled.

Ashe cut the drive, the Ghost did sharply sdeways and came to a stop. Other than facing back the way
they had come, there appeared to be no damage. Of course, appearances could be deceiving.

"Status report!” Walker snapped. One by one the crew reported. Communications, operational.
Engineering, dl normd. They had escaped disagter. In fact, insofar as he could tdll, there was only one
problem.

Thompson looked over a him. "We're stuck, Captain.”



Walker considered. "We can dig out. Or maybe welll have to put my parancia aside and ask our
oversized 'friend' for ahand.”

"Better make up your mind fast, Captain." Clarkson looked up from his console. "Weé're sinking.”
Walker gaped at him. "Sinking? What do you mean, weresink ?'

Ghost 1 shuddered again. Outside, broken rock and loose sand wererising like pale mud around the
mired ship. Despite the danger, Thompson tried to activate the drive. There was no response.

"l can't get us out, Captain!™

No one had any ideas. This, Walker thought franticaly, might have been how the other dliens ended up
underground in that deep cavity. Possibly this entire region was pockmarked with quicksands and
sinkholes. The viewports were aready covered, and they could fed the ship beginning to accelerate
downward.

"Usethe attitude thrusters and try to keep us upright, Jake," Walker cried. "If we land ventral-side down,
at least well bein apostion to try to work our way out. Even,” he added, "if we haveto dig."

Thompson readied the relevant controls. Sand and stone were replaced by blackness. Exhibiting the kind
of reactions that had gotten him the assignment, he proceeded to fire and adjust the small thrusters. They
hit the cavern floor with aresounding crash but not afatal one.

Then everything was till. And dark, Walker noted as he gazed out the still-intact foreport. Utterly dark.
"Everyonedl right?"
A shaken chorus of affirmatives responded.

Before anyone could say much of anything else, the entire ship shook. Darkness was unexpectedly
replaced by light. Peering up through the port, Walker and Thompson found they could see sky once
more. Sky, and aby-now-familiar bulky figure gazing down at them.

Walker estimated that they were at least four or five hundred feet below the surface. Quite asinkhole, he
mused. If not for Thompson's skill with the thrugters, it waslikely they would have found themselves
stuck here permanently.

Gonza ez looked up from her station. " Captain, we have contact.” Words agppeared on the screen in front
of her.

"It gppears,” Starscream was saying, "that you have runinto difficulty.”

Gonzalez did not wait for Walker. "Yes," shetyped swiftly. "Thank goodness you came back. Can you
hdp us?'

"l could, yes" thedien replied. "But while this accident of planetary geology changes my plans
somewhat, | find that | can adapt to it. It turns out that your unexpected current location and Stuation suit

my purposes.”
"That," Waker muttered, "doesn't sound good. Ask him what he means.”
Gonzalez obediently typed the message. Thereply wasimmediate.

"I had planned on ensuring your destruction in space at the hands of my enemies, the Autobots. The



intent was to shame them. But your unfortunate circumstances now preclude this outcome. Regrettable.
Just asit isregrettable for you that you did not know what you had back on your homeworld."

A grim-faced Gonzalez once more requested clarification.

"Your Ice Man," Starscream explained, "is not one of our scouts, but rather is our long-lost leader,
Megatron. A being who while powerful, is a base unworthy of leading us. | have sncetaken hisplace. If
the other Decepticons knew he still existed, they would not rest until he was recovered. That, of course,
would cost me my present position astherr rightful leeder.”

Gonzalez looked over at Walker. ™Y ou wereright, Captain. Our erstwhile 'friend’ is something else
entirdy."

Echoing over the speakers, adiscordant € ectronic screech filled the cabin. 1t might have been laughter. It
certainly resembled nothing human.

"l wish | hadn't been,” Walker declared. "Tel him we'rewilling to bargain.”
She typed out the message.

"Bargain? Bargain for what, organic scum? In order to bargain, one must first have something to bargain
with. Y our usefulness to me hasrun its course, abeitprematurely. So beit. On reflection, | have decided
to leave you to your grave.”

The ground trembled around them. Clarkson inhaled sharply. Sand and rock began to spill into the
cavern, damming into the top of the ship, banging and bouncing off the curved metal.

"Move us, get usout of theway, Jake!" Walker yeped.

Everyone was shouting at once. Using the thrusters, Thompson managed to edge the Ghost forward.
Broken rock and other debris continued to rain down, but behind them now as the ship did forward on
itsskidsinto aside corridor that wasjust barely large enough to admit it.

Darkness once more descended around them and thistime it remained.

A long, drawn-out period of utter sllence went unbroken until Avery finally murmured softly, "Now what
do we do, Captain?"

At first Waker didn't respond. Then he swiveled his seat so that he was facing the science officer. "l
don't havethefirg friggin' clue, Mike. | redly dont.”

Before anyone e se could speak, Clarkson spoke up from his station. "Well, find one fast, Captain.

"We aren't done down here."

Kinnear opened his eyes when Jensen, accompanied by athrill of frigid air, reentered the tent. The
colond realized he had been drifting again. "Status, Lieutenant?' Hetried to ignore the harsh croak of his
own voice.

"Everyone elseis accounted for, Sir,” Jensen told him. "Weve got four tents set up: two for medicd and
two as shdltersfor the rest of the team.”

"And the trucks?' Kinnear wanted to know.



Thejunior officer sghed. "Not doing aswell asthe men, I'm afraid. Right now we've only got onethat'sa
hundred percent functional the last truck in line managed to stop before diding off the road. Everything
dseisa least dinged up or till intheditch.”

"Ah, hdll,” Kinnear muttered. "Where are we on supplies?’

Jensen perked up, relieved to be able to deliver some good news. "Fortunately, we've got enough
G-rationsto last severd days. Weve got plenty to drink; tea, coffee, and emergency bouillon, even if we
haveto mdt theice" Heran ahand through his hair, wiping away cold moisture. Y ou might aswell
know the rest. Nobody planned on this being along-term trip. Deliver the Ice Man to the freighter and
head back to the base. If we siphon the fuel from the most serioudy disabled trucks, we can run the two
portable generators for warmth and light for maybe aday and ahdf.”

Kinnear'slipstightened. "We're not likely to have aday and ahdf, Lieutenant, so it's not as big aconcern
asyou might think."

"Sir?' Jensen eyed him questioningly.

"My guessisthat Tasarov's comradeswill be on top of uslong before then. If they can't get herein
twenty-four hours, they know thered be no point in them making the effort because despite this damn
storm wed have air cover by then. Thelast thing they'll risk islosing asub or two in Canadian waters. |
want you to strengthen the perimeter, one man every twenty-five yards, and pull themin to fifty yards.
Have them dig foxholesin the snow. The digging will keep them warm, and the holeswill get them out of
thewind. Also, if you can find some rope, let'srun somelines. | don't want anyone straying out beyond
the perimeter. One light per tent, no more. Anyone needs more, they can use flashlights. With any luck at
all not that we've had any so far our failure to report in has aready been noticed and we'll soon have
some help out here.”

"Yes, gr," Jensenreplied. "Can | bring you something to est?”

Kinnear declined. The very ideaof eating found him, aready nauseous from the heavy medication he had
received, on the verge of losing what little his ssomach retained. "No, thanks." He nodded toward the
nearby table. "Just some water, please.”

Jensen passed him ahdf-full pitcher. Filling the glass at the Side of his cot, Kinnear drank gratefully,
Setting the empty aside with adeep sigh of rdlief. "Better. Now, about the heavy hauler: what'sits satus?!

The other man shrugged. "Naturaly, the mechanics have madeit their top priority. I'm told that once they
get it sraightened out, aslong asthere's no serious structural damage, it'll run.”

Kinnear let out arelieved sigh. "It'd better. The Ice Man and his specia container are too big and too
heavy to move with anything else and we have to move him. If the techs are right and he emerges from
dtasis, then even based on what little we know about him, the Russianswill be theleast of our worries."

Jensen thought about it for amoment, then nodded. "I'll check on how it's coming right now."
"You do that," Kinnear replied. "I'll wait here."

The lieutenant cracked a smile, which waswhat Kinnear had hoped for. Sometimes breaking the tension
wasall one could do. A commanding officer had to act as psychologist and therapist as often astactician.

"Youdl right?" he asked.

"I'mfine, dr," Jensen assured him. "Thank you. I'll be back as soon aspossible.” Turning, he strode



through the tent opening and disappeared into the storm.

Kinnear lay down on the cot once more, feeling beads of cold swest break out on his forehead. He had
not said anything to Jensen, but he could fed afever coming on and knew he was getting worse by the
minute. Hisleg needed to be tended to by a surgeon, not afield medic trained to keep people divefor a
short period of time until an evac chopper could come in and whisk them away. No chopper could find
itsway to them until the storm let up.

He began to drift again, thinking of Phil Nolan and the missons they had run together. Remembering his
early daysin thearmy and then later, when he had been recruited into Sector Seven. At the time he had
thought it an honor, but now he knew better. It was a sentenceto alife of secrecy that made even his
daysin black opslook like an open-book program. Sector Seven was an agency founded on secrets,
lies, and convol uted deceptions designed solely to cover up those secretsand lies.

Maybe it wasfitting that he should die out here. There were SO many timesin the past when he could
have died, even should have died, and had not. Fleetingly, he thought of the crew of Ghost 1, lost
somewherein distant reaches of the galaxy, more aone than any humans had ever been, and forced to
contend with the lce Man's rdations. They were doomed, he knew. It was aredization that pained him
even more than the agonizing pulsein his broken femur.

He hated losing people. Hated it dmost as much asfailure. That was his hallmark: when Colonel Thomas
Kinnear took on amission, he ddivered. Always.

Always, he corrected himsdlf, until now.

He drifted some more until he heard the entrance open and Jensen came back in. Opening his eyes,
Kinnear looked at the younger man hopefully. "Well?'

A doleful Jensen shook hishead. "I'm sorry, sir. The mechanics are fill working onit. Asde from trying
to make the necessary repairsin the field and in bad weather when what they redlly need isafully
equipped motor pool garage, they'retrying to fix the big rig with the Ice Man's housing till ontop of it.
They just don't have any room to maneuver.” He started to spit, remembered where he was, and
swallowed it. "Too much weight, wrong conditionssir."

Kinnear nodded dowly. "'l was afraid that would be the situation. Still, they need to keep at it. We can't
just St here hoping help shows up.”

Jensen indicated his understanding. "We need to buy ourselves sometime with the lce Man, sir. And
therés something e se.”

"Will it make me fed better?" Kinnear asked, afraid he dready knew the answer.

Regretfully, Jensen did not disappoint him. "One of the techs reported that he saw abrief flicker inthe
dien'seyes, and another swears she saw one of his handstwitch. He might be reviving."

"Oh, good." Kinnear poured himsalf more water, wishing fervently as he did so that the pitcher contained
something darker and stronger. His mind raced, and an idea struck him. "Get the fire suppression team
together. Ther gear hasintegrated heating for use in these conditions.”

"Sr?' ..

"I want them to melt snow and spray the warm water over the lce Man," Kinnear explained. "Ingde his
container, it'll freeze as soon asit hits him. Well supplement it with theliquid nitrogen.” He managed a
smile. "We're going to turn his shipping container into one giant cube. Once the container issolid on the



inside, keep the flow going until it's buried on the outside, too except where the mechanics need to
work. That's how they found him in the first place, right? Buried intheice.

Jensen consdered the idea, then grinned. " Sometimes smpler is better, ar. I'll seetoit right away."

Kinnear was not finished. "And tell the troops on the perimeter to be ready for action. The Russians
could show up at any minute.”

Jensen nodded and hurried out of the tent.

Kinnear closed hiseyesyet again. If they were lucky, hosing down the Ice Man's container and most of
his vehicle would leave them with only one mgor problem to dedl with at atime. He doubted it, though.
Somedaysit just didn't pay to get out of bed. And on one of the few mornings when he desperately
wanted to, he could not move.

Chapter Eleven

Optimus moved quickly down the new tunndl, then took the first branching to the I eft, away from the
sounds of the pursuing carnivores. "We should keep moving,” he told Bumblebee. "'If there are enough of
those mongters, they might be too much to handle." Bumblebee saw no reason to argue.

Therewasair flowing in these tunnel's, which meant that somewhere there had to be an opening to the
surface, or at least one they could more easily enlarge than the solid stone celling that was presently
overhead. If they could avoid any further confrontations until they found such alocation, therewasa
chance they could make it back to the Ark before full-blown bedlam enveloped their companions.

The collective hissing of the worm-creatures had begun to fade. Reaching yet another tunnd fork,
Optimus paused. They had been on the move for some time without his sensors detecting any weakness
inthe solid rock overhead. Maybe it was time for another opinion.

"What do you think, Bumblebee?"

The smaller Autobot pointed toward the tunnel on the right. Optimus shrugged and nodded. " There's half
achance it's more promising than the one on the I eft. Let's have alook.”

Firgt sght was not encouraging. The corridor narrowed rapidly until there was barely room for Optimus
to stand upright. Nevertheless, they continued onward. Very soon the tunnel opened into anew cavern.
On the far Sde, the maze resumed. While the geology continued to fascinate, Optimus reflected that this
was getting them nowhere nearer the surface. He had just settled on anew tunnd to try and had taken a
step toward it when the mouth of the corridor suddenly vomited rock, sand, and gravel. The force of the
unexpected eruption was stunning strong enough to send both him and Bumbl ebee staggering
backward. The shape that eventualy materialized out of the settling dust and pulverized stone was one he
recognized. It was not one he expected.

Thedien ship.

Shoving Bumblebee behind him, he powered up his weapons systems. What the intruder was doing
down here, he did not know. Nor did he care. What mattered was that he had seen it working side by
sdewith Starscream. That was enough.



Advancing awkwardly into the mouth of the tunndl, the incongruous craft shuddered to ahdt. Throughits
forward viewport and for the first time he could actudly seethelifeformsthat occupied the vessd. They
were even smaller than he had envisioned. Sensorstold him they were not true machines but some sort of
higher animd life-form. Their visages were remarkably familiar. An interesting example of convergent
evolution, he decided if not some other unimaginable scientific distinction. Assuming the existence of a
certain pardldity of meaning, heinferred that they looked more frightened than angry. The ship's
maneuverable wegpons dowly went down in agesture that Optimus took for surrender, or at least an
gpplication for atruce.

He remained ready to respond, but unlike their previous encounter, thistimethe aliensheld their fire. In
fact, as he examined their craft he could see no indication that they intended to rai se the wegpons that

had been unleashed againgt him earlier. Given their proximity, he could have easily annihilated themwith a
sngle blast. Instead he restrained himsalf while waiting for some sign, some indication that they proposed
to resume mutua hodtilities.

No such indication manifested itsalf.

Timeticked away. Eventudly, he lowered his own wegpons. If they intended to attack, they would
aready have done s0. There was something strange going on here, and it had nothing to do with the
appearance of their ship.

"Bumblebee, you're our best interspecies communicator. Do you think you can interface with them?'

By way of response, the smaler mechanoid offered an incredulous look that suggested his leader might
be suffering from a serious cognitive malfunction.

"I think thisis critical, Bumblebee." Using an open, weaponless hand, Optimus gestured toward the dien
craft. "They don't want to fight thistime. Surely you can seethat. If they don't want to fight, one must
assumethey might liketo talk. | can do this, but aswe both know, thiskind of interaction is one of your

pecidties”

For along moment Bumblebee did nothing. But despite his persona fedings he had to admit to himsdlf
that he wastired of running nowhere and accomplishing nothing. Not that he thought treachery was so
much more interesting than boredom, but it was evident that Optimus had made up hismind. They were

not going to leave this place until Prime had satisfied himsdf asto the true nature of the smdl diensone
way or the other.

Asthe smaler mechanoid crossed toward the peculiar vessal, Optimus observed with the aid of
magnification how the lifeformswithin reacted. While certainly eccen-trie, the expressonsthey flashed
and the postures they struck appeared anything but aggressive.

Circling the ship, Bumblebee looked for a site where he might interface. Several externa antennas offered
achoice. Scanning the lot to divine their specific individua functions, he settled on the one he thought
most likely and reached out. What he found were the most primitive computationa devices he had ever
encountered outside one of Cybertron's historical displays. Once he analyzed the operationa codes and
primordia programming, he indicated to Optimus that he was ready and able to attempt communication.

"Tdl them we don't wish to fight with them," Optimus declared.

Bumbl ebee transmitted the message. Verification that it had been received took the form of apainfully
dow but comprehensible response from the creatures insde the ship. In essence, it said exactly the same
thing. They did not wish to fight, either.



"| thought as much, but it's good to have it confirmed,” Optimus murmured. "Relay my words,
Bumblebee." It took the smaller mechanoid afew secondsto findize the necessary linkage.

Turning hisfull attention to the dlien ship, the leader of the Autobots considered his next words with care
before addressing the dienswithin. "My nameis Optimus Prime, and | am the leader of the Autobots,
residents of adistant world caled Cybertron. Y ou should know first and foremost that we believe, above
al dse, that individud freedom of thought and movement istheright of al sentient beings regardless of
shape, Sze, or evolutionary origin.”

The response from the aien ship reassured him that his greeting had been well received.

"We are human beings, asentient mammalian life-form, from a planet we call Earth. We don't know
exactly how we have come to be here. In our bewilderment, uncertainty, and yes, fear, we apparently
alowed oursalves to be deceived by ametdlic bipeda dien smilar to you in structure and makeup who
caled himsdf Starscream. He said that the Autobots were evil. While your words are closer to our
beliefs than anything he said to us, please understand our confusion. We mean no one any harm. The fight
between your kind and hisis not ours. We participated in the attack on you and your companion because
this Starscream promised that if we did, he would help usfind away home. That'sal wewant: tofind a
way back to our own world. We do not want to fight with anyone.”

Optimus caught himself chuckling. "All right, then. We won't engage in battle. And do not despair at
having been overcome by the eventsthat have overtaken you. It's not surprising you were deceived by
Starscream. His people are called the Decepticons for areason, and Starscream is often more

mani pul ative than his absent leader: a Decepticon as evil as he was powerful. His name was Megatron.
He has been missing and lost to our knowledge for ages.”

There was a pause, then the humans replied, "We didn't know his name, but the mechanoid the
Decepticon that you refer to isnot lost. Heison our world, frozen in stasis.”

The unexpected information shook Optimusto his core. If what the human crestures were telling him was
true, it changed everything. If somewhere out there among the stars, wherever these people halled from,
Megatron gtill existed intact and undamaged, and if he emerged from the stlasisthey said hewasin, these
humanswould likely have no way to ded with him.

Simply to have something to occupy himsdlf, smply for practice, and purely out of unrestrained hatred for
everything and anything that was not Decepticon,

Megatron would destroy their world and every living cregture on it.

Somehow, Optimus redlized, he had to get these people back to their world. Not just becauseit wasthe
right thing to do, but because they needed to warn their own leaders of the danger that threatened them.

Nolan watched the raging storm through triple-paned windows. Snow was howling in horizontdly asthe
wind swirled it in dl directions. On the ground outside it was accruing & afurious rate. Having been
designed to look asif they led nowhere in particular, the roads away from the station would be extremely
hazardousin these conditions. Normally that would not matter: aregular supply convoy would smply
stop, St tight, and wait for the blizzard to move on. But the convoy that had |eft earlier was anything but
ordinary. He hated the idea of sending still more people out into thiskind of weather, but the lack of
communication from the trucks|left him little choice.

"Sergeant Martinl" Hisvoice carried over the bustle in the hanger.

Short black hair and brown eyes that peered out from benesth heavy lids accented Martin's sallow face



as the sergeant crossed from the desk where he had been working since Nolan entered the hangar.
"Yes, sr!" he snapped as he approached.

It was more than alittle ironic. Martin was exactly the man Nolan needed, and he should not have even
been here. The sergeant’s squad of Army Rangers had been granted specia permission to vigt the base
to do some training under severe arctic conditions. Even though they had been kept well away from the
Ice Man and those working directly with the alien, the rlevant security clearancesfor the squad had filled
half abriefcase.

Nolan met the man's gaze evenly. "I need your people to perform a search and rescue. Have them get in
their cold-weather gear and be ready to lock, rock, and roll fully armed in fifteen minutes.”

Martin hesitated. He and histeam were not technicaly under Nolan's command. On the other hand, the
lieutenant colonel had gone beyond graciousnessin seeing to it that the Rangers had been trested like
honored guests. And ared S& R would only be acapper to the training they had aready undergone,
except

He gestured outside. "Who was crazy enough to go out in that mess, Sr?'
It was afar question. Nolan explained even though he didn't haveto.

"Base commander Colonel Thomas Kinnear is running aconvoy to the coast. A convoy that'svitd to
national security. They've been out of touch for far too long. That'sall you need to know for right now.
Y ou came up here for cold-wegther training. Y ou're about to get some.”

"My thought aso, sir. Will you be coming with us?' Unaware that he was doing o, the sergeant's gaze
fell to Nolan's out-of -shape midsection.

Nolan noticed the direction of the Ranger's glance but bit back the words that sprang to mind. He
needed this man's cooperation. "As amatter of fact, Sergeant, | will. Now are you going to stand here dll
day asking questions or are you going to get your people together?

"Right away, dr.” If Nolan's tone troubled the Ranger, he did not show it. Sketching asaute, hetook off
a abrisk trot across the hangar.

Breaking out a set of winter gear for himsalf, Nolan commenced the somewhat cumbersome process of
putting it al on. Always start with the socks, he reminded himsdlf. Then the specid snowsuit and boots.
Thison top of hisheavy underwear and light-duty shirt. Layers were more important than thickness. As
he dressed he found himself thinking back to previous crises the program had suffered and survived.

Early on, the lce Man's ahility to reanimate after having been frozen in the heavy pack ice had amazed
everyone. It had been anear thing the first time he had started to revive, but the techs and the scientists
had learned from the amost-catastrophe. It was the study of the ability of alifeform, even amechanicd,
non-carbon-based lifeform, to retain such acapability for revivification that had provided thefirgt fruits of
the reverse-engineering program.

The new snowsuits that had recently been supplied to the base were difficult to get into, being made of a
sngle piece of white, metdlic fabric, but they were very light and flexible once on. And they could
withstand extremely cold temperatures, keeping the person inside comfortable even in severe arctic
conditions. Their drawback was that they had yet to be put to atest like the mission he was about to
lead, but he believed they would suffice. It was not asif he and the Rangers were going camping on the
tundrafor amonth. With any luck at dl they would be out and back and seeing the convoy on itsway



within aday or two.
By the time he had findly struggled into the suit, the Rangers were waiting.

"Wereready, gr." Martin jerked athumb over a shoulder. "I've got asnowcat with afull tank warming
up outsde."

Nolan nodded, started to follow the sergeant out, and then returned to remove from a closet therifle that
he had been issued on arrival. It dipped over his shoulder asif it wanted to bang into his spine. It had
been along time since held worn any kind of field gear, and his back protested at the unexpected
presence. He was more out of shape than he had thought.

On the hangar floor he scrutinized the squad: Six, plus the sergeant. Hard faces full of confidence, young
bodies that reflected the results of serious training. None was less than an E-4, and according to their
records al of them had combat experience.

Nolan remembered seeing the memo announcing their visit to SSAB because it was so unexpected.
Almogt dl of the military's specid forces units were serving somewhere in Southeast Asa. Having one
request and receive permission to complete Arctic training had struck him at the time as something well
out of the ordinary. Not that there wasn't aneed for such training. Rangers had to be ready for anything.
Stll, it had left him wondering.

"Sergeant Martin," he asked sociably, "if you don't mind my inquiring why are you and your men here?"
"Sir?' The noncom's expression was a blank.

"Every specia forces unit weve got is off somewherein the jungle, and you and your men are up here
freezing your asses off. | never did quite buy the cold-wegther training thing." He nodded toward the
double doorway they were approaching. "Thisisliable to be abig deal coming up, and beforewe run
into something more unexpected than bad weather I'd serioudy appreciate knowing why you are redly
here

Martin considered briefly, then gave a sharp nod. "We were sent here, sir, and told to keep ourselves
ready to deal with any unforeseen problems. Our orders came straight from Washington.”

"Washington?' Nolan pondered. "Who in Washington?'
"Wearen't precisely sure, sir. The directive was prepared by someone referred to asthe 'Old Man.™
Nolan couldn't suppressalaugh. "Simmons?

Martin looked surprised. "Sir? Y ou know this man? He personally delivered our ordersto our company
commander. | overheard them talking.”

"Then why the hdll wouldn't he mention it to us?'

"Wedon't know, sr." Martin essayed athin smile. "I'm just a staff sergeant. But we're here, and theré's
serious trouble or you wouldn't be standing therein full arctic gear afoot from my face asking me
questions | can't answer. So let's go and do what we have to do. Personally 1'd rather be dipping up
behind Viet Cong in the jungle than playing soldier in the snow."

Nolan considered it al for amoment, then dismissed it. Now was not the time to add another mystery to
hisday. But Simmons continued to astound him. The man's resources were limitless.



"l understand, Sergeant. Believeit or not, | once used aweapon or two in combat myself. Let's move
out." Stepping past Martin, he led the way toward the hangar exit.

It was pitch dark outside as the Rangers piled into the snowcat. Climbing into the passenger seat across
from Martin, Nolan wondered how they would fare if they came up against something worse than the
weather, and decided not to dwell on the possibility.

Out and back, he promised himsdf. Reestablish communication, evaluate the situation, and return.
He gtill had a spaceship to save.

"Wasthis part of your plan?" Ironhide dodged ablast of plasmathat had been unleashed by the streaking
Blackout.

Jazz completed avertica spin and took aquick shot at Frenzy before having to circle away from
Bonecrusher. His shot went wide as Frenzy dodged. Just like the Autobots, the Decepticons made use of
extraordinarily advanced predictive programming that rendered them extremey difficult to hit.

"Not precisdy,” he responded, having to execute a high-speed twirl as Bonecrusher tried to closein
agan.

Heturned hisfull attention to the threatening behemoth. ™Y ou move pretty fast for abig bot,” he quipped.
"But not fast enough.”

The huge Decepticon's attempt to engage physicaly failed as Jazz skipped nimbly out of hisreach. "Stand
andfight!"

"Not achance." Adding aburst of speed, Jazz darted downward until he was hovering alongside
Ironhide. "Areyou ready?' he queried his bigger colleague.

"| predict that you're going to lose sgnificant body partsout here.”" Ironhide was clearly unhappy with his
friend's projected tactics. "This plan of yoursisn't going to work."

"Too late to debate the fine points now.” Jazz started forward again. "As soon asthey're on me, get
going.”

"I'msorry | agreed to this" Ironhide muttered. "If you get your Spark extinguished, I'll have to hear about
it from Primefor the next couple of millennia.”

Tralling laughter aswell asthe energetic particlesthat propelled him, Jazz shot forward. Though the
Decepticons could not be sure whether this seemingly foolish move represented an attack or merely a
taunt, it did draw the immediate attention of not just Bonecrusher, but Frenzy and Blackout aswell.

Viacoded transmission, the speeding Jazz contacted the Ark. "Ratchet, try to get Barricade's attention,
will you?'

"Let'sseeif thisattracts hisinterest.”" Ratchet proceeded to open fire with the Ark's heavy weapons.

Free-space combat came to a sudden halt asthe Ark unexpectedly opened up with itsintegrated plasma
cannon. Exhibiting the same skill and precision he employed as amechanic, Ratchet dammed a series of
bursts square into the side of the Nemesis. The shields on the Decepticon transport held just barely.
Even at adistance, Jazz could see the defensive fields shimmer from the impact.

"Keegp on them, Ratchet!" he transmitted encouragingly. "Don't let them relax.”



He would have done better to pay attention to his own circumstances. Reveling in the potent assault on
the Nemesis, hejust did manage to dodge an unexpectedly swift grab by the hard-charging Bonecrusher.
Thisnearly put him in Blackout's line of fire. Firing repeatedly, amost wildly, Jazz skipped and dowed,
keeping just out of the reach of massive Decepticon hands and lambent streaks of destructive energy.
Where others might have descended into panic, Jazz felt only exhilaration.

"Comeon, comeon,” he goaded his opponents. "Y ou pustulant inflammeations on the fabric of space-time
can do better than that, can't you?"

Beyond the massive frame of the furious and increasingly frustrated Bonecrusher, he could just make out,
a the extreme limits of his detectors, Ironhide swooping around in along, wide arc that should bring him
back to the scene of battle within sensor shadow of the Nemesis. Jazz fdlt if he could stay intact and
continue to occupy the Decepticonslong enough for Ironhide to get inside their ship's shields, his
companion would have the chance to wresk some serious damage to their engines. With luck, he might
be able to disable them completely.

"Hold till, insect, and | will show you what | can do.” Advancing with greater care thistime, Bonecrusher
closedin.

Jazz was thankful for the huge mechanoid's sngle-minded nature. Bonecrusher's anticipatory maneuvering
and Jazz's skillful countermoves continued to keep the giant between Jazz and the other Decepticons. As
aresult, they could not shoot without risking a hit on one of their own.

"Il hold till," Jazz teased hisintimidating foe, "if you promiseto be nice."

"Magter of smal words. Hereis'nice!" Almaost within reach, Bonecrusher accelerated and spun. Hisrear
appendage struck forward as he tried to spear Jazz.

His nimbleness unaffected by the thrust, Jazz dodged cleanly to one side. The abrupt change of postion,
however, took him out of Bonecrusher's orbit. The instant their line of fire cleared, Frenzy and Blackout
opened up with their assorted weaponry. Jazz avoided the blast from Frenzy, but it put himright inlineto
take adirect hit from Blackout's weapons. Thiswell-aimed burst struck him dead center, sending him
tumbling backward and out of control. Heat from the plasma surge threatened to penetrate his armor and
melt vital components. He felt pain.

Instead of expending energy on trying to stabilize his spin, he alowed himsef to continue tumbling freein
order to gain distance. Though uncontrolled, the spin did not prevent him from continuing to track
Ironhide's position. His friend was now gpproaching the Nemesi's, focusing on the vulnerable propulsion
system of the Decepticon ship. He was so preoccupied, in fact, that he failed to react to the large metallic
object that was closing rapidly behind him.

Starscream was returning to join the battle, and Ironhide didn't see him.

Franticaly, Jazz shouted over al available channds. "Ironhide, abort! Y ou've got company.” He saw
Ironhide turn to look behind him. Starscream was dready nearly in range.

"Ratchet, fire! Give him spacel”

On board the Ark, Ratchet had aso detected Starscream's arrival. Once again he did hisjob and sent
bursts stresking toward Starscream. Though the bigger, faster Decepticon kept coming, his angle of
approach had been dtered. It gave Ironhide enough maneuvering room to dip around the Nemesis and
head at speed back toward the Ark.



So much for the brilliance of improvised strategy, Jazz concluded. He had not counted on Starscream
showing up a precisely the wrong moment. He consoled himsalf with the knowledge that even Optimus
could not have foreseen it.

What with Starscream'’s gpproach, Ironhide's dash for safety, and his own reflections, he neglected to
sense Bonecrusher's proximity until it wastoo late.

"Told you I'd get you," the Decepticon growled. His armored, pointed tail flashed forward to spear
completdy through Jazz's right shoulder.

Circuitsfailed, internd alarmswent off, and his body fought to erect workarounds to enable the serioudy
damaged areato continue to function without requiring a complete shutdown. Raising his other arm to
defend himself, Jazz reversed his forward momentum and managed to dide off the piercing tail point. He
was helped to fal backward as Bonecrusher's massive fist connected with hisface. For the second time
in not so many minutes he felt himsaf tumbling over and over through space, only thistime the persistence
of bodily rotation was not sustained by choice.

How badly, hefound himsalf wondering ashe spun, am | hurt?

The others were waiting for Walker to make a decision. With the Ghost having just survived ahard fall
and now sitting well below the unknown planet's surface, and the roof of the tunnel they had dropped into
having collgpsed behind them, he did not need to consider for very long.

"Wedon't have alot of options," hetold his crew. "If this Optimus Prime decidesto leave us here, it's
likely we won't be able to get the Ghost out on our own. Or before we can somehow manage the
necessary degree of excavation, one of the crestures he mentioned will get us. We don't have much
choice except to trust him and his smaller companion.”

L ooks were exchanged, but no words. There waslittle anyone could say. Though they were far from
happy with the captain's conclusions, hislogic was unassalable. After the betraya by Starscream, they
had pretty much decided that none of the diens could be trusted.

Walker, however, had acompletely different feding about Optimus Prime than he'd had toward
Starscream. Where the first mechanoid had been evasive and sdlf-centered, this Optimus creature
evinced asimplicity and compassion that struck the captain as far more appealing and far more
believable. Even his choice of vocdization was more willfully empathetic.

Also ggnificant had been hisinitid responses when he had first sighted the Ghost. Instead of seeking
cover for himsdf, hisfirst action had been to movein front of his smaler and wesker companion. Only
when Optimus had analyzed the situation and felt it safe had he alowed his cohort to expose himsdf. The
more Walker considered and compared the two separate and very different encounters, the more he
found himself thinking that Starscream was the type of being who would shove asmaller underling in front
of himsdlf to ensure hisown safety.

The most recent conversation with the two Autobots had been informative. Among other things, the one
who caled himsalf Optimus had indicated that he believed it was only ameatter of time until their
combined presence drew the attention of the indigenous serpentine monstrosities he and his companion
hed fought previoudy.

"Alien snake centrd," Thompson had taken to referring to the cavern in which they found themselves.

"Indeed." Though utterly unfamiliar with the term, Optimus was content to accept it asjust as decriptive



asany other.

While preparations were made to try to free the Ghost from its subterranean prison, the crew did their
best to make ready for anything. Though conversation ingde the ship had taken adecidedly nervousturn,
there were no signs of panic. The crew weretoo well trained to give in to the emotions of the

moment even though their current situation was hardly one they had prepped to deal with. There was
concern that in attempting to force away to the surface, collapsing rock could damage the Ghost to the
point that it would be unableto lift off. Once again Walker was comforted if that was an appropriate
description by their lack of any choice. Ascending from the depths was going to require every hit of
their knowledge and al of Thompson's redoubtable piloting skills. Even then, he knew there was agood
chance the ship would not make it. There would be next to no margin for error.

On the bright side, he reminded himself, so far the cavern and the tunnelsthat led away from it into alien
depths unknown remained devoid of worm-mongters.

Thisthought had just crossed Walker's mind when a polite thunk echoed through the hull. Thiswas
followed by a message from Optimus that materidized on Gonzaez's monitor.

"Thereisasmal, dmost imperceptible point of light in the celling of the cavern located directly in front of
you," the mechanoid informed them. "' believeit represents aweak point. Becauseit is on the opposite
sde of the tunnel that constitutes your present semi-protected location, | am convinced | can enlarge the
opening with minimal danger to your craft." Before anyone could gpplaud or cheer, the message
continued. "Lessencouragingly, | am afraid | have to point out that we have company.”

Walker's gaze immediately shifted to the foreport. In the absence of light, he continued to rely on the
Ghost's

infrared and sonic imagersto give him apicture of their pitch-dark surroundings. "Ask himif it's
Starscream,” Walker instructed Gonzaez. She sent the message.

While Optimus's reply was negetive, neither was it encouraging. "No. My sensorsindicate that
Starscream has departed. We are faced instead with local difficulties. Many of them, in fact. Oneislarger
thanl am.”

"Worms." Gonzalez looked over at Walker. "I never liked worms. Had to dissect too many of themin
biology. Now what do we do?"

"Ask our new friend."
The response was terse, to the point, and pretty much what Walker had expected.
"We defend oursalves.”

Optimus monitored the movements of the gpproaching crestures carefully. Given how much noise they
were making and how much fighting they were doing among themselves hissing, spitting, and snarling at
one another it was remarkabl e that they had managed to gather together long enough to locate himsalf,
Bumblebee, and the dlien craft. There were sixteen of them in immediate detection range, with potentially
more crowded into the far reaches of the tunnel from which they were advancing. Tilting back his head,
he rechecked the distance to the tiny opening he had detected in the roof of the adjacent cavern. On
board the Ghost, Clarkson was doing the same. Severa hundred feet, give or take an intervening
ddactite.

Optimus determined that a couple of well-placed blasts with just one of hiswegpons should be sufficient



to enlarge the opening such that dl of them could escape. At the sametime, he had to calibrate hisbursts
just soin order to ensure that pulverized stone did not fall so asto block or damage the humans vessdl.
Nor wasther safe emergence the only crisis weighing on his mind. He needed to get back to the Ark
before Starscream and the other Decepticons could take full advantage of his and Bumblebee's absence.
If the digparity in strength and numbers was not rectified soon, the outcome could be catastrophic.

And then there was the problem posed by the worm-creatures. In the absence of movement on hisand
his companions part, they continued to mill about just beyond the entrance to their tunndl. Based on
previous experience, any action or activity waslikely to stimulate them to attack. He did not see how he
could hold them off, help defend the humans, and il fire at the celling with the required precison. Ashe
stood motionless and staring, the creatures showed no inclination to retreat the way they had come.
There was no avoiding the most immediate problem. They would have to ded with the worm-snakes
first. Without turning his head, he spoke to the equally immobile Bumblebee.

"Feding uptoarun?’
The younger Autobot nodded.

"Good. Heré's what we're going to do. | want you to run across the cavern asfast as you can straight at
our visitors. Fire asyou go. As soon asthey start after you, turn and retreat around the far sde. | expect
that the survivors, suitably enraged, will go after you. Meanwhile | will enlarge the opening overhead so
that we can all get through. Y our run should keep you clear of thefal area, but some of the debris should
land on your pursuers, dowing them further. Once the gap islarge enough, I'll direct the human vessdl to
depart. As soon asit has cleared the surface, | will attack and draw the worm-thingsto me. Y ou go on
up and I'll follow right behind you. With just abit of luck we can al get out of here without having to
engagein aprolonged fight."

He relayed the plan to the humans, who readily concurred with his strategy. Not that they redlistically hed
any choice, but it was ill heartening to know that they had not hesitated to place their trust in him. Once
more without turning or moving, Optimus relayed ingtructions to Bumblebee. With a confident nod, the
smaller mechanoid took off across the cavern floor, barreling straight toward the mass of writhing,
twigting, waiting worm-beings.

Waving hisarms and firing his secondary weagpons systems, Bumblebee immediately acquired al of the
worms attention and then some. Asthe stink of singed snake-flesh began to fill the cavern, they charged
swiftly in hisdirection, hissng and spitting in fury.

Stepping forward and inclining backward at a sharp angle, Optimus unleashed hiswegponry on the roof.
In the darkness of the cavern, the surge of concentrated fire would have blinded any human unlucky
enough to have been looking in its direction. Those aboard the ship, having been warned what to expect,
had turned away from the Ghost's foreport and adjusted their monitors accordingly.

Cave formations and supporting rock were reduced to a cascade of gravel and dust as the roof of the
cavern was collgpsed. Sunlight poured into the depths. Permanently blind, the worm-things were not
affected by the sudden intrusion of unhindered illumination. Exhibiting primeva, sngle-minded
determination, they continued to pursue Bumblebee, chasing him around the perimeter of the cavity that
was now exposed to light from above.

"Go!" Optimus broadcast to the humans. His urging was unnecessary. As soon as asufficient gap had
appeared overhead they'd had activated their secondary propulsion system. The clunky craft lurched into
motion and commenced an awkward but swift ascent.

Whiletheincursion of sunlight had not caused the wormsto deviate from their pursuit of Bumblebee, the



departure of the human vessdl did create amomentary tir astheir primitive nervous systemstried to
determine the location of the possible new threat. Optimus proceeded to add to the confusion by turning
his own weapons on the suddenly irresol ute pack. First one, then asecond coiled in upon itself as Prime's
weapons seared gaping holesin their muscular bodies. Appearing to arrive smultaneoudy at agroup
decision, the survivors aruptly lurched in hisdirection.

"Now, Bumblebee!" he shouted as they closed on him.

Activating his propulsion, Bumblebee soared toward the opening in the wake of Ghost 1. A quick glance
upward showed Optimus that both the humans and hisfriend had cleared the gap and were safely out in

openair.
"My turn,” he murmured, and activated hisown drive.

He was about to emerge through the opening when something dammed into hisright leg. Whether the
worm had been lying in an unseen subsurface crevice or a concealed burrow, Optimus had no way of
knowing. The pain that suddenly shot through him mitigated any immediate andyss. Enormous fangs
comprising acomposite of calcium and unknown metals pierced the plating on hislower limb. The
creature's considerable weight threatened to send them both crashing to the cavern floor where the rest
of the pack waited in acoiling, expectant mass of tooth and muscle.

Applying maximum power to his secondary propulsion system, Optimus resumed his ascent. Still firmly
fastened to hisleg, the worm-snake came out along with him.

A quick glance to one side reveded that Bumblebee and the human ship had landed safely nearby.
Below him, the worm-creature twisted and jerked, making atmospheric maneuvering dangerous as well
asdifficult. Itsprimal organic strength wasimpressve. Selecting alevel section of worn rock, Optimus set
down and prepared to deal with the unwanted guest.

No sooner had he done so than the creature whipped its body around him. Its mass a one was enough to
send them both crashing to the ground. Stabilizing himsalf, Optimus rose and wrapped both hands around
the entity, grabbing it just behind the ferocious head.

Withinthe Ghost, the crew crowded around the foreport to watch. Staring out at the alien landscape and
the even more dlien scuffle, Avery murmured thoughtfully to hisequaly enthralled companions, "1 should
be recording this and writing it al up but I'm not quite sure how to frameit for the usua professiona
journds. 'Giant Sentient Mechanoid Battles Monster Worm on Alien Planet: A Scientific Abstract.™ He
shook his head dowly at the wonder of it all.

A sympathetic Clarkson glanced over at him. ™Y ou might have better luck sdlling it to one of the
networks or The National Enquirer."

Chapter Twelve

Opening his eyes, Kinnear brought a hand up to pinch the nerve at the bridge of his nose. He could not
keep drifting in and out of consciousness like this.

Jensen stuck hishead in the tent, and Kinnear motioned him over. "Get amedic in here" he muttered.
"NQ/V."



For once Jensen didn't even bother with ayes, sir, but smply turned and headed back out into the
snowy night. Minuteslater he returned practicaly dragging one of the field medics by thearm. The
woman, ayoung sergeant whose name tag was unreadable due to the stains on her coat, looked almost
astired as Kinnear felt.

"Okay, soldier,” hetold her. "I need astimulant. Something to mask the pain and keep me awakefor a
good while"

Shelooked unhappy. "Sir, in your condition and given the fragility of your leg"

"I'mwél aware of my condition.” Kinnear cut her off more harshly than he had intended. "But that
doesn't change the fact that if I'm half conscious, | can't command. Now do it. That'san order and I'm
not so 'fragil€ that you can ignoreit.”

She gave atired nod and dug around in her kit for amoment before extracting a prepackaged hypo.
"Thisis something we offer for techs who are strung out after working under stressfor an extended
period of time but whose expertise can't be done without. It should keep you aware, maybe even
hyperaware. For how long depends on your individua congtitution and how your particular system reacts
to the medication. But I've got to warn you that when it finaly doeswear off, you will deep, sr. Deeply
and for how many hours neither | nor anyone e se can predict. The downside hits hard and fast.”

"Understood,” Kinnear replied. "1 don't need days. The crisswere facing will be resolved one way or
another within twenty-four hours or so anyway."

The medic nodded once more, then pulled hisarm out from under the blanket and pushed back his
deeve. Sheripped open the package, did a quick swab with the included acohol pad, plunged the
needleinto avein, depressed it quickly, and pulled it out empty.

"No deposit, no return.” Shewas not smiling. ™Y ou should start to fed it very soon, ar. I'll come back in
ahit to check onyou."

"Save your energy for the others,” Kinnear told her. "Come look for me after everyone eseis stable and
not before."

"Yes, gr." Risng from hisbedsde, shefavored him with adight smile, sluted, and | eft.

Forcing himsdf to relax, concentrating on regulating his heartbeat, Kinnear lay back on the cot and
waited for the potent chemica brew to begin itswork. He felt the haze that had dowed his concentration
gart to fade, rolling away like fog on the San Francisco coast. Several moments passed. Then he blinked
and sat up. Another couple of minutes and he was more awake than he had been in days. Every color
and sound within the tent seemed to have taken on a preternatural sharpness. The constant painin hisleg,
which had not left him for aminute since the accident, had receded to abarely perceptible throb.

Nearby, Jensen studied his suddenly wide-eyed commanding officer warily.

Kinnear was just about to ask the attentive lieutenant to obtain an updated status report when the sharp
reports of gunfire crackled through the night. Shouts echoed in counterpoint, followed by more gunfire.
Turning Sdeways on the cot, Kinnear rose shakily. Jensen was a hisside in an ingtant, hel ping to steady
him.

"The Russans" Kinnear muttered. "Or their mercenaries. Tasarov wasn't lying.”
"Orders, Sr?" Jensen asked urgently.

"Send up every emergency flare weve got, regular intervals. If help is on the way, they need to know that



we're here and that we're in trouble. Make sure the radio operators keep hammering every relevant
frequency. Somebody's got to hear us."

Hishand indinctively feding for his pistol, Jensen nodded. "Anything ese, Sr?"
"Y eah, one other thing."
lls'r?l

"Pass it down that not one of the attackersisto get anywhere near the Ice Man. Understood? They are
not to breach that perimeter under any circumstances. Operationa secrecy must be preserved at all
costs”

"Yes, ar." Jensen's eyes, like histone, had turned hard.

Kinnear tried to straighten. As soon as he put any weight on his damaged leg, the pain overwhelmed the
narcotizing effects of the customized opiate cocktail the medic had given him. Gritting histeeth in anguish
and disappointment, he sat back down on the cot. He could evaluate the Situation and issue
comprehensible orders, but he persondly was not going anywhere soon. Not under his own power,
anyway. Stymied, he waved Jensen away. The lieutenant hesitated. Then he nodded understandingly,
turned, and hurried out the entrance.

Lying back down on the cot and gingerly bringing his bad leg up after the rest of him, Kinneer redlized he
was no longer tired. Just more frustrated than he had beenin along, long time.

The snowcat's heavy-duty wipers metronomed at high speed, trying to keep ahead of the swirling snow
asit beat at the thick windshield. Nolan squinted into the blackness ahead, but even the specia headlights
barely illuminated the road for afew feet in front of them. They had been traveling dowly ever since
leaving the base, and he fdt his sense of urgency climb anotch higher with each passng minute.

They'd dready tried using the radio to raise someone in the convoy. The lack of any response was
ominous. From time to time the 'cat's treads dipped and skittered on the frozen secondary road that had
been bladed out of the surrounding tundra. What must it be like trying to drive in such conditionsin a
truck? Every part of him wanted to go faster, but he knew that to do so would beto risk acrash, evenin
the'cat. If they fetched up helpless somewhere, that would do neither them nor the convoy any good.

Where were Kinnear and the others? They might befifty miles away or the tail-end truck might swing
into view around the next bend. Nolan'sthoughtstrailed off asthe dark horizon lit up briefly with an eerie
red glow that brightened and then quickly faded. Reaching over, he tapped Martin on the shoulder.

"Did you seethat, Sergeant?' he asked tensdly.
"Yes, dr," the Ranger replied immediately. "I saw it. For sure.”

Leaning toward the glass, they both watched the sky carefully. A few momentslater the flash was
repested. It was not an illusion, and it was not the aurora boredlis.

It was astandard army-issue, self-igniting, high-intensity emergency flare.
"That'sthem,” Nolan commented excitedly. "Note the color. They'rein serioustrouble.”

"Maybethey've logt thetrack in thisweather and they're using flaresfor extraillumination.” Leaning
forward, Martin stared at the road ahead. "They aren't regular combat troops.”



Nolan nodded. "No, they're not," he acknowledged. "But Colonel Kinnear has served in more campaigns
than you'll probably ever get to see. He wouldn't order the use of red emergency flares unlessthey
needed more than extralight.”

Martin nodded pengively "All right. Assuming that's the Stuation, how do you want to proceed?!

Nolan watched as athird flare temporarily banished the darkness. "Drive asfast asthisthing will go," he
ordered Martin without hesitation, "and try not to get uskilled."

The sergeant floored the accelerator. "Noted, sir especially that last part.”

Jazz tried to lay down an arc of fire, hoping to buy himself time to make some rushed repairs, but when
Bonecrusher had speared his shoulder the resulting damage had been more severe than expected. Only
the weapon on Jazz's right arm gtill functioned. Firing asfast as he could and paying more attention to
speed than accuracy, he barely managed to keep the eager Decepticons at bay.

Bonecrusher continued to try to get close again. A poor shot under the best of conditions, he was much
more interested in fighting hand to hand. Besides, there was a definite satisfaction to be had from
physically tearing one's opponent apart as opposed to smply reducing him to dag viarepeated strikes
with explosive or plasmaweapons.

"lIronhide, let's get out of thisl" Barely avoiding another blast from Blackout, Jazz also had to keep a
sharp eye on Frenzy, who wastrying to circle to hisleft.

"I'm coming," thelarger Autobot responded. "Hold your space!™

Cutting in behind Ironhide, the newly arrived Star-scream now opened up with his own wegpons. Bolts
of plasmalit the darkness like splinters of nebulae. By the time Ironhide reached hisfriend and began
offering covering fire, the two Autobots realized how badly they were outgunned, outnumbered, and
overmatched.

"We can't kegp up a continuous retreat,” Ironhide transmitted. "Maybe we can surprise them if we make
arun graight a them.”

"l can't doit," Jazz explained apologeticaly. "I'm losing systems from neck to joints. What we need to do
is get back to the ship and try to get it out of here before everything islost. I'm down to one weapon. I
wetry afronta, Starscream will obliterate both of us himself.”

Ironhide continued to lay down a steady round of fire behind them as they fought to maneuver closer to
the Ark. "Ratchet," he cdled, "be ready to lower the shieldsand let usin!™

Trying to maintain fire on the pursuing Decepticons, ded with the pain in his shoulder, pursueinternd
repairs, and fly adifficult evade-and-approach pattern did not alow for ananosecond of andytica
relaxation. Divert his attention from any of histasksfor more than afew seconds and Jazz knew he was
likely to be reduced to globules of glowing, drifting metal and composite. As a consequence, he found
himsalf moving in dmost every direction but theright one. Hetried to sustain atighter flight pattern while
Ironhide provided cover and Ratchet continued to blast away at everything in sight with the Ark's guns.
Asthey drew near the transport and its heavy wegpons, the Decepticons seemed to hesitate a bit.

"Jazz, they're dowing dightly." Ironhide looked over at hisrapidly fatering friend. "If we're going to
draight-line, thetimeisnow.”

Studying Starscream and the other Decepticons, Jazz saw that they had not only dowed down alittle but



were gathering together. It made sense. A massed attack was the only kind likely to have a chance of
breaking through the Ark's ship-mounted shieds.

"I'mwith you," he shouted.

Diverting full power away from their weagpons and to propulsion, both Autobots stopped firing, dropped
al pretense a maintaining mathematically complex evasion patterns, and headed straight for the Ark as
fast asther drives would push them.

"Shidds are down!" Ratchet informed them as they sped into the shadow of the ship and circled toward
the hangar bay. With their attention devoted to preparing afull-scae fronta assault, the Decepticons did
not notice the momentary change in energy levels surrounding the transport until it wastoo late. By the
time Starscream redlized what an opportunity they'd had, it was gone. Historrent of firelit the darkness
seconds late and dissipated itsdlf harmlesdy againgt the Ark's invigorated defenses.

Jazz notified the mechanic once he and Ironhide were safdly back aboard. "We'rein! Raise the shields!™
"Already done!" Ratchet informed him camly.
The bigger mechanoid glared down at hisfriend and companion. "' So much for achange of tactics.”

Jazz did not reply, knowing that what really bothered Ironhide was coming up short in a head-to-head
fight. Favoring his damaged arm, the smaller mechanoid headed for the bridge asfast ashisinjuries
would alow. Ironhide followed close behind.

The situation had turned bad and was getting worse. Even with the Ark's weaponry and defenses,
holding off Starscream and Bonecrusher, plus Blackout, Barricade, and Frenzy, was going to take dl the
skill and determination he and his companions could muster.

"We can't leave yet," Ratchet declared asthey entered the control room. "Optimus and Bumblebee are
gill down on the surface.”

Though Jazz did not find the current state of affairs any less depressing than did the mechanic, hisresolve
was stronger. “"We have our orders. Take us out of here now, Ratchet.”

The older mechanoid shook his head stubbornly. "We have to go after Prime. He wouldn't leave us
behind and you know it."

"Y ou're probably right," Jazz admitted, "but neverthelesswe're going to do what hetold usto do. Well
come back for him as soon asis practicable. That was the plan.”

"I believe both of you are actudly entitled to atactical rethink, but in this case it doesn't matter. We're out
of time." Ironhide gestured forward.

Visble viathe main viewport, the cluster of tightly massed Decepticons was heading straight for the
transport.

After seeing Jazz and Ironhide disgppear into their redefended ship, Starscream had hailed his cohorts
and gathered them around him. "Our opportunity to strikeis now. Look how they arefleeing. If they had
reinforcements available, we would have encountered them by thistime. Barricade,” he transmitted,
"bringinthe Nemesis and attack.”

"They have made modificationsto their shidds, Starscream,” Barricade replied. " Transcansindicate that
our wegponswill not penetrate them.”



"| refuseto accept that anadlysis. Aim al your wegponsin the vicinity of the hangar doors and maintain a
continuousfire on that one area." He turned to his eager followers. "Bonecrusher, Blackout,

Frenzy come with me. Let us go and seeif between our efforts and Barricade's fire we cannot break
through and finish the Autobots once and for al." He led the way forward.

Pardlding hisleader's course, Blackout wondered aoud, "What transpired while you were down on the
planet? Did that craft we saw indeed know anything about Megatron?'

"Of courseit didn't, you logic-shorted fool," Starscream retorted. "Thisis not the time for el aboration.
We have Autobots to destroy.”

"They are not going anywhere," Frenzy observed from Starscream's other flank. "It is plain that they fled
to escape immediate destruction. Now we have them trapped together on their vessa, why don't you
fully answer Blackout's query? Surely it could not take more than amoment or two?"

Starscream ignored them as the group drew within range of the Ark. If his companions continued to
alow idiotic questionsto divert their concentration, there was a chance the Autobots could escape.

"Optimus Prime and Bumblebee are dead,” he explained hurriedly. "We have only these few remaining to
eliminate. Focud! If we can catch them dl here, thewar isover.”

A proximate burst from a plasma cannon brought him up short. Startled, he swapped forward motion for
arapid defensive spin, only to see one of Blackout's weapons pointed at him.

"As Frenzy has pointed out, the Autobots arein retreat. They are not going anywhere, and we can finish
them off at our leisure. Now tell uswhat happened on the planet's surface or my next burst will not bea
warning shat.”

Blackout's tone conveyed how serious he was. Fuming with impatience but facing the muzzle of a
devastating wegpon that was aimed directly at him from adistance of little more than arm's length,
Starscream forced himself to reply camly.

"Sinceyou ingg. But firgt you tell me something. Explain why you believe the Autobots are not going
anywhere”

Blackout laughed knowingly. "Firgt, they won't leave without Optimus Prime. Evenif he is dead, they
would not even leave his mangled and melted corpse behind. It isnot in their nature.”

"And second?' Starscream inquired. There had to be more to this minor mutiny than that. Blackout had
aways been the crafty one.

Laughing again, Blackout exclaimed jubilantly, " Scor ponok.”
"What does he have to do with this?" Starscream did not try to conced his bemusement.

"Heisdready on board their ship," agleeful Blackout explained. "Did you think you were the only one of
us adept at strategy? At this very moment, heis headed for their engine room.” Histone turned
celebratory. "As| said, they are not going anywhere."

Starscream uttered a silent curse. Events were not proceeding the way he had planned. Thiswas
supposed to be his moment of triumph. But aswell as knowing when to push, he a'so knew when it was
important to givealittle. "Well done, Blackout! Exceedingly well done."

"Save your thanks," the other Decepticon replied. "Y ou can flatter me later. Right now | want answers



and so0 do therest of us. What happened to the alien vessel? How did it acquire Cybertronian design?'

Cogitating rapidly, knowing that everything he said would be anayzed to the nth degree, Starscream
replied carefully. "The dlien vessdl was destroyed when it fell into an underground chamber that collapsed
ontop of it. It broke like dry clay when it hit the stone floor of the cavern below. Clearly apoor imitation
unable to complete even the most basic transformation. Asto the actua design” he offered an

apol ogetic shrug "who can say for certain? Maybe one day we will find out. Perhaps Megatron visited
their world a some point and they managed a hasty and incomplete scan of his basic design without
magtering any of theinternas.

"| was unable to establish any kind of communication with the creatures. Their computationd capability is
absurdly archaic. My persond opinion isthat they smply came up with the crude gpproximation on their
own. Representing as we do the pinnacle of inteligent machine life design, it isonly natura to expect all
research in that field by lesser speciesto eventualy produce schematics that resemble our various basic

body types.”
Blackout scoffed. "Came up with it on their own?”

"Blackout," an unrepentant Starscream replied, "there are billions of starsin this galaxy. We have visited
many in our long search for the Allspark. On how many of those worlds have we seen intelligence give
riseto the same technological developments over and over again? A hundred? A thousand? And you till
think they could not have come up with it on their own?"

"He'sright, Blackout," Barricade declared viatight-beam transmission. "Besides, the thing was hollow. It
was nothing more complex than atransport shell for the organic carbon life-formsit carried insdeit.”

Thankful for the support, Starscream added, "There you haveit. Are you satisfied yet?'

Blackout was shaken but till defiant. "Not quite. Y ou said Optimus Prime and Bumblebee are dead.
What happened to them?"

Starscream laughed. "That irritating idiot Bumblebeefdl into acollgpsed cavern, too. The planet's surface
isriddled with them. Optimus went in after him, and they ran into the principa native carnivorous
life-form. These are exceptiondly powerful for organics, and some are aslarge aswe are. | am sorry you
could not have been with me to watch asthe creatures overwhelmed them both.”

"Y ou expect me us to believe this?' Blackout exclaimed. "Thatny kind of mindless organic meet
egter could overcome Optimus Prime?'Y ou must think we are as unintelligent as those insgnificant
organic life-formsthat just "happened’ to create a ship that just happensto look Cybertronian.”

Redlizing that Blackout was spoiling for an attempt to assert his dominance, Starscream resigned himsalf
to teaching the unremitting schemer alesson. "No, Blackout,” he murmured. "I do not expect you to
believeit. | do not expect you to believe anything. So | am ordering you to believeit." Helet that Snk
in. "Now are we going to fight each other, or are we going to finish the Autobots?’

"They will be here," Blackout shot back, "until we finish whet is between us”
Activating hisweapons, he opened fire.

Thistime anticipating the reaction, Starscream dodged out of the way. Missiles and plasma bursts shot
past him. "Bonecrusher, Frenzy, Barricade!" he called. "Heisdidoyal. | command the Decepticons!”

"l think maybe we will just wait to see how this one plays out.” Transmitted from the Nemesis,
Barricade's words reached everyone smultaneoudy. "It has been along time coming, and it will improve



our operationa functiondity to have the matter gppropriately resolved. One way or the other.”

Chapter Thirteen

"Ghost One, thisis SSAB Command, do you read? Over."

Waker breathed asigh of rdlief and replied, praying that the outlandish, incomprehensible alien
transmission system il functioned in both directions. "SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One. Were il
here wherever 'here' is. Over."

" Ghost One, thisis Communications Director Christolph Smythe uh Lieutenant Colonel Nolan asked
me to step in while he went to address another issue here on the ground. We've been hailing you for a
while now, Ghost One. Areyou experiencing additiond difficulties?’

Everyone on board laughed at once, Clarkson roaring so hard that he nearly fell out of his seat. Gonzaez
had to wipe tears from her eyes.

Fighting to keep control of hisown emotions, Waker managed to reply. "SSAB Command, you might
say that. Details later. But werefive-by here right now. Do you have an update for us?

"Affirmaive, Ghost One, wedo," Smytheinformed him. "I'm afraid it's not exactly what you want to

"SSAB Command, at this point what we'd like to hear is anything that references away to come home,”
Walker responded. "Get us back to our own solar system and if we have to, welll walk the rest of the

way."

Thistimethe eruption of laughter occurred at Mission Control. Things were probably pretty tense there,
too, Waker reckoned. "All right, Ghost One," Smythe continued, till chuckling. "Heresthe Stuation as
well aswe can read it. The wormhole that you perhapsinitiated and traveled through to get where you
areisquite possibly gill there. We can't scan your end of things, but the astrophysics boysinsgt it's ill
distorting space-time a this end. Furthermore, the location hasn't shifted relative to the sun or to Earth.
The corallary, and | haveto tell you that were being more hopeful than certain here, isthat the other
terminus should gtill be exactly where it was when you emerged. Call it the apposite opposite. Think you
can pinpoint that location again?'

Walker looked at his crew. One by one Clarkson, Avery, Thompson, and Gonzalez nodded. "My
people say yes, SSAB Command.”

"That'sagood start,” Smythetold him, "but it'sjust astart. There are other potentia problems.”
"Why am | not surprised? Go ahead,” a solemn Walker replied.

"Firg," the communications director declared, "the wormhole or whatever kind of distortion weretalking
about isnot stable. If Avery and Clarkson haven't figured that out yet, I'd be stunned. Either way,
assuming that it is till open on your side, it's possible that it could implode at any moment.”

Waker could tell that Smythe was leading up to something. "Understood. Now give ustheredlly bad
news, Chris. | doubt it's any worse than what we've aready discussed among ourselves.”



Disturbingly, Smythe did not laugh or return the joke. If anything, his tone became even moreformd. "Do
you have your code book, Captain Walker?"

"Captain" Waker. The use of the honorific presaged no good, either. Waker opened asmall console
compartment in front of his seet, reached in, and removed a compact binder. It was sedled with alarge
red sticker strip, and the front cover read: CODE BOOK CRYPTO CLEARANCE ONLY.

"I'vegot it," heannounced. "I don't think | want to, but I've got it."
"Openit,"” Smythedirected him. "And turn to the third tab."

Still no joking around. Bad. Walker ran hisfinger through the seam to tear the sticker and opened the
book, paging to the third tab. "Go ahead,” he murmured.

"Y ou're on thetab labeled ETC contingency, right?"
"That'sthe one," Walker replied. "What am | looking for?*

"I'm going to give you acode," Smythetold him. "Y ou're going to find the reply for it on your page. Give
it to me, then turn to the next page for instructions. Do you follow?'

A fedling of dread twisted in Walker's gut. This book was not supposed to be opened except in the
instance of |ast-case emergencies. Then again, he supposed that if the current Situation did not quaify asa
last-case emergency, nothing did. "Maria, write this down." Turning back to face the pickup once more,
he murmured, "Go, Chris”

"Here'syour code,” Smythe responded. "Sierra, Echo, Lima, Foxtrot. Then theré's aline break, followed
by Serra, Alpha, Charlie, Romeo, India, Foxtrot, India, Charlie, Echo." The communications director
paused briefly, then, "Did you get al that?"

Walker glanced at Gonzalez, who nodded. "Weve got it."
"Find it onthe page,” Smythe directed him, "and give methereply."
"Read it back to me, Maria," Walker told her.

She complied, and he quickly found the code on the page. "Reply codeis: Tango, Oscar, line break,
Serra, Alpha, Victor, Echo, line bresk, Tango, Hotel, Echo, line break, Whiskey, Oscar, Romeo, Lima,
Ddta”

Acrossthe light-years Walker could hear Smythe sigh. "The code is authenticated. Turn the page and go
to the line marked thirty-two."

Walker did so and found theline. Heread it silently, then put the code book back in the console. His
people were watching him intently. Unable to stand the silence any longer, Thompson voiced the anxiety
that was hanging in everyones mind. "Well, what the hdll doesdl that mean?’

"Ghost One, areyou till with us?' Smythe called. " Ghost One, do you copy?'
Sowly thistime, Waker keyed the response. "Y eah, SSAB Command, we're il here. | understand.”
"I'm sorry," Smythe murmured. "I'm so sorry, Captain.”

"Not your cal, Chris. But were not out of the game yet.”



Though he must have heard, Smythe offered no encouragement. "Keep usinformed, Ghost One. And
good luck."

"Will do, SSAB Command," Walker responded. "Thank you for your help.”
"It wasn't much,” Smythe replied. "But you had to know."

Walker laughed awkwardly thistime. "It'sal in thefine print, Chris. ThisisGhost One, out." He closed
the transmission.

"C'mon, Captain, what did all that mean?' Gonzalez repeated. "What did the codetell you to do?"

Walker looked back at them. Outside the viewport Optimus Prime waited patiently while the human
com-municated with his homeworld, even though time was inconceivably preciousto them. They were
amazing beings, Waker mused. He did not think he could have mustered that kind of patience had their
Stuations been reversed.

"Captain?' Thompson prompted him.

"All right,” Walker said. "Heresthe dedl. ETC is shorthand for 'extraterrestrial contact,’ so the codeis
for what the crew should do in the event we encounter intelligent aliens. There are two subcodes: one
detailing procedurein the event the aiens contacted prove to be friendly. The other isfor the other."

"I'd say that character Starscream qudifies as hostile,” Avery commented. "And let's not forget the giant
worm-things.”

Clarkson was the only one who laughed uneasily.

"Y ou won't get any argument from me on either one." Though Walker forced a amile, everyone could tell
that his heart wasn't init. "Okay, hereit is: the short version saysthat we can't even try to go back if
therés any possihility of the diensfollowing usto Earth.”

"What do they mean 'any'?" Thompson was fighting to stay cam. They had dl been superbly trained to
ded with every eventudity, including death. But the possibility that they might have away to get home yet
not be able to make use of it was one no one had foreseen. Except, apparently, the specialists who had
put together the code book.

"How the hell are we expected to know what they can or can't, will or won't do?' Thompson was half
ydling, haf pleading. "I mean, comeon, Captain! If theré'sapossbility of getting back, | say wetakeit
and to hell with the code book. Probably put together by a bunch of egghead science-fiction writers
working on an SSAB Commission.”

Before everyone else could chip in with their opinion,

Walker raised ahand for silence. "Y eah, Jake, | know you want to go home. So do I. So does everyone
here. But unlesswe can hold off and survive until these Autobots and Decepticons either destroy each
other or leave and we know they can't follow, we can't go home. Do you want to be responsible for
leading these entities back to Earth? For giving them anew place to continue their war? Do you want a
creature such asthis Starscream circling our world wreaking havoc every place he decides to drop some
plasmajust to keep himsalf amused?’

"I just think " Clarkson started to reply.

"No!" Waker shouted. "Thereis no ‘thinking' here. These beings are so far ahead of usthat our



technology must be like I don't know, cavemen's clubs to them. Our world wouldn't be safe with any of
them around, much less a group of them. We can't try to go home. Not yet." His voice dropped, and he
looked away. "Maybe not ever."

The cabin was quiet for several minutes. Asusud, it was Avery who somehow managed to
smultaneoudy change the subject while raisng everyone's spirits.

"Well, | say if we can't go home, we may aswell kick some alien butt. Nothing againgt that in the code
book, isthere? It strikes methat if nothing else, we owe thislying Starscream a good kick in whatever
passesfor hismetal crotch.”

The notion of doing battle with Starscream sent a shiver down Walker's spine, but Avery wasright. If
they were going to die out here, far from family, home, and anything remotely familiar, better to go down
fighting than to it around on the desolate world below waiting for their food and water to run out.
Although the mechanoid caled Optimus Prime seemed friendly enough, even honorable, there was just
no way to know for certain. They had aready been badly deceived once.

"Besdes," ahopeful Thompson added, "if we can help defest or drive off these Decepticons soon
enough, maybe the wormhole will till be there and we can try to get home afterward.”

Thompson was refusing to acknowledge the redlity into which they had been dropped. Knowing that they
could not go home, not with the Decepticons or the Autobotsin their vicinity, did not ssop Walker from
looking his copilot in the eye and fibbing with as much facility as he could mugter.

"Mikesright, anyway. Let'stell Optimus that we're cocked, locked, and ready to rock. Even if we're

"Yes, dr." Gonzaez sent the message. Thereply came quickly.

"Optimus saysthat thisis not our fight, but under the circumstances he is disposed to accept whatever
help we think we may be able to provide."

"Swell." Walker redlized how tired he was. How tired everyone on board must be. Oh, well, what the
hell, he thought. You only live once. At least they would go out in amanner unprecedented in the history
of human exploration. Pity no one back home would ever know about it. Sitting up alittle straighter, he
grinned encouragingly a hiscrew. "Let'sgo fight the bad guys.”

"Aslong asthey aren't snakes," Thompson put in. "1 hate snakes!"

Walker had to smile. Turning, heindicated the desolate dien landscape outside. "Not abeach or apiga
coladain sght. | say let's blow this dump, Jake."

"Aye-aye, Skipper. Har!" Rolling his eyes melodramatically, Thompson activated the ship'sdrive. "I
guess|'m asready for this as anyone can be. After dl, | spent agood part of my adolescence fighting
aliensin comic books."

Walker found himsdlf laughing. "I'll seeyou get your turn.”

Through the foreport he could see Optimus and his smaler companion rising. For atiny experimenta ship
full of fragile humans, they had certainly come along way. In every sense of the phrase. Would they have
the courageto diewel or, in the end, would they smply die?

Darkness greeted their emergence from atmosphere, and the stars began to appear around them. Mike
had had the right ideafor sure. They were explorers, space travelers, the first of their kind to step beyond



the bounds of their home system. Better to die among the stars than on the dirt below. They were going
to save theworld by not going back to it. They would be remembered as heroes who had given their
livesin the cause of advancing human science and knowledge.

Humanity wouldn't know the half of it.
"Heroes," he whispered to himsdif.

"What'sthat?" Occupied with controlling the ship, Thompson spoke without taking his eyesfrom the
ingrumentation in front of him.

Waker started to say something, reconsidered, shook his head. "Nothing,” he murmured by way of
reply. "Nothing at al.”

Asthey streaked out of the dead planet's grubby atmosphere and back into the cold clarity of empty
gpace, Optimus found himsaf pondering the enigma posed by the humans and their singular vessdl. The
previous exchange of transmissions had left him with the distinct impression that something was serioudy
wrong, though they had said nothing to support such asupposition. Studying them through the foreport of
their ship it was manifest that their expressions, so much more dynamic than those of his own kind, were
virtud mapsto their emotional states. Forced to guess, Optimus concluded that their present sensibilities
resided somewhere between angry and sad. Hopefully, he and his friends would be able to help them
once the Decepticons had been dedlt with.

Thisthought was followed by another. If Megatron had indeed been to their planet, the question
remained asto what would draw the malevolent leader of the Decepticons to such abackward,
out-of-the-way world. Wasthe Allspark there, or had something el se attracted him to that place? There
were too many unanswered questions, and not enough time to delve into them now. What he did know
was that compared with Transformers, the humans were a ddlicate organic species that was only
beginning to learn how to make proper use of advanced technologies. They had come here by accident.
Ensuring that they returned home safely would benefit their entire world.

In the distance he could see the Nemesis and the Ark. Each ship was keeping up asteady barrage at the
other. In nearby free space Starscream was engaged in a one-on-one running battle with and of al the
things Optimus had seen that day, this made the least sense Blackout.

Mydtified, he tranamitted on closed frequency to the Ark. "Ratchet, Optimus here. What's your status?”

Therewas abrief delay, then, "Thank the Allspark! Following your orders, we were preparing to leave.
Jazz has sustained some serious damage, and if the Decepticons hadn't started fighting among themselves
we would aready be gone."

"For oncel find mysdf relieved by adday,” Optimusreplied. "Stand by."

Looking back, he transmitted to the human ship. "Bumblebee and |, together with the other Autobots,
must deal with the Decepticons. While | gppreciate and admire your offer of aid, | fear that your craft is
too defensaess to engage in combat with our kind. In the absence of suitable shields, you would be
quickly destroyed. | suggest that you set aroundabout course for our ship." He pointed to. the Ark.
"Wait there on the far Sde. As soon aswere able, we will make our very best attempt to help you get
home"

There was some delay before aresponse was forthcoming. "Optimus, my name is Samud Walker. I'm
the captain of thisship and | command the crew. We have discussed the prevailing Situation and despite



your concernswe want to help.”

Ahh, Optimus reflected. They are not a communal life-form, as| first suspected. They do choose
leaders, just like Autobots and Decepticons. The ship isonly a tool . "l understand. But | must repest:
itisnot safe. Y ou would be better served by staying out of harm'sway until we can arrange for your
return to your homeworld. | say again: this battleis not yours.”

"Sorry to take issue with a superior life-form, Optimus Prime," Walker responded, "but we have a score
to settle with Starscream. We don't run from afight because it will be dangerous or because the odds are
agang us”

Optimus congdered thisfor amoment, risking aquick glance at the ongoing Decepticon infighting. ™Y our
bravery beliesyour size. Please recognize that Starscream isincredibly powerful, and the Decepticons
have no scruples about killing. They take no prisoners. | am trying to keep you safe. The concept of
vengeance is known to us. But home to have and to know areal homeworld is more important. Oursis
gone. Yoursisnot."

There was another long pause. "Y our words only reinforce our decision, Optimus,” Walker replied
firmly. "Do what you must and so will we."

Finding this response oddly affecting, Optimus tranamitted, "Very wdl. At least wait until you see an
opportune moment to strike and alow usto take the brunt of the combat.”

"We're brave but not stupid. We accept your tactical suggestion. Good luck, Optimus Prime.”

"Farewd|, humans," Optimus replied. He swiftly switched transmission from the smaler vessel back to
the Ark. "Ratchet, | want you, Jazz, and Ironhide to leave the ship. It'stimeto end this. If we strike now,
while they are distracted, we may have a chanceto catch them at least momentarily off guard.”

"We're on our way," the mechanic replied enthusiastically.

Signding Bumblebee to follow, Optimus angled once more in the direction of the Decepticons. He was
determined to win thisfight. Not only to deal the Decepticons a severe blow, but also to give the humans
achanceto return to their Earth. It would be pleasing to see someone benefit from al of this, knowing as
he did that with each passing century the chances of the Autobots ever getting back to Cybertron grew
lessand lessredlistic. Destroying the Decepticons would at least render that unfeasibility atouch more
paatable.

And make the universe asafer placefor al sentient life.

Kinnear could not remember where he had heard the phrase that was running through his mind. Military
history? Something from the Greeks or in Latin? Despite the cold, his brow was stained with

perspiration.

The center must hold.
Hesad it doud. "The center must hold."

In the near distance he could hear the pop-pop-popping of M16s and the distinct phipthd-phipthd of the
AK-47s being used by the advancing Russian infiltrators. Interspersed with the gunfire was an occasiona
cry of pain or violent curse, sometimesin English, sometimesin Russian. He thanked the weather gods
for the lingering blizzard. What with the cold, theicy wind, and the blowing snow, it would be hard for
even the best marksman to get off adecent shot. It meant that fewer young men and women would die



here.

Maybe no one would die. Maybe there would be only wounds to deal with; crimson stains sharp and
brilliant against white snow and dark green uniforms. Maybe

Hares continued to light up the sky outside the tent. He could see the glow, if not the exact location.
Whether anyone else would see them and if they did, would be in a position to respond positively was
dubious. But procedure caled for unleashing the flares, and if nothing € se the continuous cloudward
barrage would give the advancing Russans something else to think about.

By now the operation had gone wrong so serioudy and on so many levelsthat even beginning to address
them would be amonumenta chore. Things promised to get worse before they got better. If they could
keep Ice Man frozen and if they could fight off the Russansand if they could somehow continue to keep
everything under wraps Kinnear listened intently as another round of automatic gunfire peppered the
night. Thistime the sounds were closer and he could hear the hoarse yells of NCOson theline.

Jensen stuck his head through the entrance to the tent. " Sir? | have to go to the perimeter, sir. Were
going to need every gun weve got or they're going to break through.”

"The center must hold," Kinnear mumbled. "Therésa L atin trandation, but I'll be damned if | can
remember it."

"The NCOs havethar own variation of Latin, Sr." Jensen'sface was pale, his breathing |abored.

Kinnear thought back to hisown first time in combat, remembering the sharp stink of cordite, the roadkill
reek of desth, the corruption that overwhelmed the festering human body after it had been left lying torn
open and too long in the tropical heat. Thefear.

"Easy, son," he murmured. "Remember to breathe easy. IsIce Man ill contained?”

"I bedieve so, dir," Jensen told him. "But | had to pull everybody except the civilian techs off him to defend
the perimeter. One enemy at atime, right, Sr?”

The lieutenant was treading perilously close to panic. He had stopped by only to check on his superior
officer's condition, and Kinnear redlized that the ongoing conversation was Smply delaying and distracting
the younger man. He should curl up in thisbed and let the lieutenant do hisjob.

"One enemy at atime, Jensen,” Kinnear agreed. "Don't worry about me. I'm still woozy and I've got to
rest. Don't worry about me or what | think or any other damn thing. Just go out there and do what you
weretrained to do. Lead those soldiers and save our respective behinds.”

The youthful lieutenant's eyes sparkled for amoment, and agrin flashed across hisface. He was being cut
loose. "Yes, gr!" he blurted. "Thank you, Sir."

"Y ou're welcome. Stay safe out there and listen to your NCOs. | saw combat patches on a couple of
them, so they'll know the drill and how to adapt it. But don't let them " He broke off and laughed. "I'm
doingitagain, arent 1?'

"Yes, gr." Jensen chuckled softly. "But thanks for the reminders.”
"I don't think you need any. Now get going.”

Jensen offered him afind amile and aquick salute before disgppearing into the night. Kinnear heard one
of the NCOs yelling the lieutenant's name. No greater compliment could experienced NCOs pay to a



junior officer than asking for hisadvice. Y es, Jensen was going to make ahell of aleader someday,
Kinnear reflected if he managed to live through the night.

He settled back once more benegath the blankets. His heart was pounding asif he were running a
long-distance race. He was sure he could feel the blood pulsing too fast, way too fast through his
veins. Whatever had been in that stimulant the medic had given him, it had akick like adrunken mule.
The perspiration that had started on his face now coated hisbody in alayer of dimy, cold damp, and his
broken leg was throbbing like an abscessed tooth.

The entrance to the tent parted again, and Kinnear kept his eyes closed. "Jensen, | thought | told you "
"Apologies, Colone Kinnear. It isnot Jensen.”

Kinnear's eyes snapped open. Sergel Tasarov stood inside his tent. There was evidence of developing
frogthite on his cheeks and his nose, and his eyeswere wild. Pushing back the pain, Kinnesr forced
himsdf to gt fully upright.

"Lieutenant,” hereplied evenly. "I figured you for dead by now. | hate it when I'm wrong.”

The Russian laughed. "Dead, en? We are the kind of men who are tougher to kill than that, yes?' His
voice was ungteady as he answered his own question. " Da, | think 0. | think you are the kind of man
that would aso be hard to kill." Half crazed from exposure, he scanned the interior of thetent. "I mysdlf
would kill right now for one glass of decent vodka."

Kinnear did not bother with areply. The Russian had gone snow-mad. Wandering around insufficiently
dressed in the cold and the dark, he had somehow found hisway back. Still, assuming he had been
turned out on the side of the temporary encampment opposite his recently arrived comrades, it was not
surprising he had been able to make hisway to Kinnear's tent unchallenged. As Jensen had just pointed
out, everyone was either fighting the intruders or tending to the Ice Man.

"Under norma circumstances you would be hard to kill, yes, Colond?* Tasarov was muttering. "But look
at you now. | can seeyou arein pain. | am going to help you with that. | am going to release you from

your pain.”

Kinnear did not know where the Russian had acquired the knife that he now pulled from hisbelt, and he
didn't much care. Inthe dim light of the tent the blade gleamed like an orcas tooth.

"It may, of course, take awhile," the Russian growled. "An old soldier islike an old chicken tough. But
al weredly haveinthisworldistime.” He held the blade up so that it would catch the light as he waved
it methodically back and forth. "What doesthe Bible say? A timeto sow and atimeto regp. A timeto
liveand atimeto die."

Gritting histeeth, Kinnear forgot dl about the achein hisleg.

"1 think your timeisnow.” Knife gripped tightly in hisright fit, eyes glittering, Tasarov crouched and
moved toward the cot.

"My estimate isthat we're about half amile awvay." Sergeant Martin struggled to keep the snowcat on a
wisp of aroad whose boundaries were increasingly hard to make out under the steadily accumulating
snow. "How do you want to proceed, sir?'

Nolan tried to see through the cascading whiteness. The wipers were having trouble keeping up with the
ice. Findly he gave up and lowered hiswindow. Shoving hishead out into the bracing wind he squinted,



trying to seeit he could discern more than what they knew now which was amost nothing.
"Do you see anything, Sergeant?’ he yelled back into (he snowcat's cab.

Following suit, Martin stuck his own head out the driver-side window. For severa moments there was no
response. Then, "There" he cdled out. "And again!”

"Therewhat?' Nolan drew hishead back in. Just a couple of minutes exposure had Ieft the skin of his
face Peding like adice of beef lifted fresh from afreezer.

"Ligen," Martin advised him.

Cupping ahand to his|left ear, Nolan tried to ignore the loud rattle of the 'cat's treads and the Steady hiss
of the between-seats heater. Very faintly, during lullsin the wind, he heard the pop-pop of riflefire.
"What thehd|?'

"And look." Raisng ahand from the whed, Martin pointed. " Tracer rounds.”

Sure enough, severa streaks of hot yelow arced through the night sky, hugging the ground like miniature
COmets.

The Ranger NCO turned to Nolan. "Russans?’

Nolan nodded. "Unless we've migudged the Canadians redlly badly, yes. We received word that there
might be an infiltrator at the base, but we didn't know who it was or even if theintel was good or not."
He gestured ahead. "Maybe they learned something about what we've been working on and decided to
come have alook for themsalves. Without bothering to get their passports stlamped.”

"In thiswegther?' Martin marveled. "That's gung-ho for sure.”
"If they have half anideawhat weve got,” Nolan replied, "they'd want it. Redl bad."

"Makes sense" Martin admitted. " Particularly when you consider that we beat them to the moon and that
were kicking their tailsin atomicsthese days.”

Nolan leaned forward as another volley of tracerslit the sky in front of them. "The question now is, how
do we ded with thislittleinvasion?'

"Stedth.” AsNolan looked on, Martin began to shift out of driver and into Ranger mode. "'If we leave the
‘cat and walk from here, we can come up on their pogition virtually unseen.” Helightly tapped hisarctic
white camouflage suit. "Especidly inthiswesther."

Nolan did not hesitate. Plainly, there was no time to debate tactics. Up ahead, hisfriendswere in trouble.

Maybe some of them were dying. " Sounds good. Take your people and double-timeit. Don't wait for an
invitation to join the party. Assess and respond. That's what Rangers do, isn't it?'

Martin grinned. "We don't aways stop to assess, Sir. Sometimes we skip right to the fun part.”
"Dont let me keep you from it, then.”

Pushing against the wind, the sergeant opened the door, hesitated, and looked back. "What about you,
ar?'

Nolan bit down on hislower lip. "Much as1'd like to go with you, I'm too damn old and out of shapeto



go trudging through the snow. 1'd just dow you down, get in your way. I'll drivethe ‘cat the rest of the
way down theroad dowly. If any of our visitors have been pinned down in front of me, I'll stop, flash
the lights, race the engine, and back up before they can figure out what to do. The distraction might be
useful.”

Martin nodded somberly. "Stay careful, ir. I'd fed bad if | drove you safely dl thisway only to have you
end up in the ditch after | left.”

Nolan laughed. "Hey, don't worry about it. I've driven in the snow in Manhattan and been cursed out by
cabdrivers speaking a dozen languages. Now get going.”

Martin saluted smartly and hopped out of the truck. Nolan could hear him out back gathering his men.
After diding over to the driver's Sde, Nolan peered out through the glass as the white-clad Rangers
clustered together and the sergeant gave them their orders. All but invisible in their winter gear, they
headed out into the swirling snow, disappearing like aline of ghosts.

Nolan watched until the last figure had been swallowed up by the ssorm. Then he turned his attention to
the consolein front of him. He was aone in the snowcat, the powerful forward heater warming hisface.

"All right,” he muttered to himsdlf. "Let's seeif | remember how to drive one of these.”

He pushed in the clutch, shifted into first, and popped the clutch back out. The heavy ‘cat groaned into
motion once more. He could hear snow and ice crunching benegth the treads and fed the steering whed
jiggle and dip againgt his hands. The unpaved, unmarked roadway was dick and amost impossibleto see
benegth itswintry mantle.

"Hang on, Tom," he muttered to himsdlf as he took a better grip on the whed. "It may be dow, but the
cavary isontheway."

Starscream did not wait for Blackout to make his move. While the other Decepticon had been posturing
and declaiming, Starscream had activated his own wegpons systems. Unleashing everything hehad in
rapid sequence, he sent Blackout tumbling and retreating through space in afrantic attempt to escape the
unrelenting savos.

"Traitor!" Starscream snarled, firing again. "M egatron appointed me his second-in-command and you
chdlenge me a every opportunity!"

Spinning wildly, Blackout managed to return fire, forcing Starscream to commence some evasive
maneuvering of hisown. "The need to €iminate incompetence supersedes any prehistoric directive!” he
shot back.

Bonecrusher and Frenzy had both moved well out of the way of the fight. Like Barricade, neither
gppeared interested in taking Sides. They held their positionsin empty space and followed the struggle
with interest, though both suspected what the likely outcome would be. 1t was the Decepticon way to
fight for the role of leader, to ensure that the strongest and best among them was aways in command.
Blackout had been building up to thisfor sometime.

"Incompetencel” Starscream howled. "For that insult one, | will take you down."

"You cantry," Blackout transmitted back. Abruptly changing tactics, he charged Starscream'’s position,
weaving and dodging as he closed the distance between them.

Possessed of afar quicker reaction time, Starscream had no trouble avoiding his opponent's repeated



attacks. His predictors prevented even the most concentrated bombardment from impacting his person.

Clearly ademonstration was in order, the Decepticon leader decided. It had been some time since any of
his colleagues had sought to challenge him directly.

Adjusting his velocity while smultaneoudy accderating forward, he spun acomplete loop around his
attacker. As Blackout whirled to compensate, Starscream dammed afist into the other mechanoid's head
and sent him tumbling.

"Time to repeat alesson you seem to have forgotten,” Starscream announced.

Blackout hated the spinning and regained control of himsdlf just in timeto catch ablast to the chest from
one of Starscream's lesser wegpons that sent him rotating out of control once more. Hetried to return fire
again, only to redizethat in addition to being quicker, Starscream aso had better am. Amazingly precise,
the most recent shot had shut down Blackout's weapons systems.

"A short memory can befata," Starscream sneered. Accelerating anew, he moved in close. As Blackout
tried to get away, the bigger Decepticon dashed out with one hand and caught his opponent by the arm,
pulling him close. "Hereislesson number two: pain hurts.” At point-blank range, Starscream fired into
Blackout's chest armor.

Theimmobilized Blackout let loose ametalic screech of anguish and tore madly at his chest ashot
plasmakicked through the outer armor and into the sengtive circuitry underneath.

Y anking him forward, Starscream dammed afist into the other mechanoid's face. "L esson number three:
pain continues to hurt even when you wish for it to stop.” Releasing his now badly battered rival, he took
amwith hisentireintegra arsendl.

"Don't " Blackout mumbled. "Y ou prevail. | concede utterly. You are the leader. | withdraw my
chdlenge”

"We are not quite done yet," Starscream informed his cohort coldly. "Hereisthe last and most important
lesson: pain isan excelent teaching tool that should be practiced by dl leaders and recognized by al
smart-mouthed soldiers.” Hefired two weapons, and Blackout's tattered defenses collapsed.

The other mechanoid was severdly, but not mortaly, damaged. Silent and nonreactive, he floated dowly
away from Starscream. It would take considerable effort to repair him and bring him back to what
he had been, Starscream thought. Hopefully the quartet of modest lessons would stick with the others
forawnhile.

Heturned to where they drifted, watching. "Any questions?"
"No, Starscream,” Frenzy avowed unemotionaly. "Y ou are the leeder.”
"No questions." Bonecrusher nodded in the direction of the inert Blackout. "He got what he deserved.”

Starscream contacted the Nemesis. "What about you, Barricade? |s there anything about today's
ingruction that finds you uncertain?’

"Nothing," Barricade replied. "1 knew what the outcome would be before it began.”

"Mogt gratifying.” Starscream turned to hiswaiting colleagues. "Now that this time-wasting nonsense has
been dedlt with, | remind you that we still have some Autobots to finish off. Bonecrusher, haul Blackout
over to the ship and leave him in the hangar bay. WEIl ded with him later.” He paused humorlessly.



"Perhaps he will awaken from his rest’ with a permanently reformed attitude.”

Bonecrusher obediently moved forward and grasped Blackout by the arm, then turned toward the
Nemes's, intending to rgoin his companions asrapidly as possble.

While awaiting his return, Starscream addressed the group. " Though Blackout was recklessto chalenge
me, his emplacement of Scorponok on the Ark may turn out to be most helpful. That isthe only reason |
did not take his Spark."

"Decepticons, behind you!" Thewarning cal sounded from Barricade on the Nemesis.

Starscream had to turn a complete 180 before he was able to identify the source of Barricade's dert:
Optimus Prime and Bumblebee headed straight for him. Circling in the distance was the troublesome dien
ship that bore a resemblance to the Cybertronian. He had | eft it buried in the rock of the world below.
Had he underestimated its builders level of technology? Would his problems never end?

"| thought you said the dien vessal had been destroyed and that Optimus Prime and Bumblebee were
dead,” Barricade trangmitted. "Did | misinterpret something?"

"It does not matter now anyway," an irritated Starscream growled. "We will finish them here once and for
all. Barricade, leave the ship as soon as you can and rgjoin us." He started forward. "Decepticons,
attack!"

Chapter Fourteen

Kinnear waited until the Russian lunged and then rolled off the cot to hisleft, biting back a scream of
agony as his shattered leg hit the hard, cold ground. If not for the stimulant he had been given, hewould
have been physcaly hepless.

The knife diced through the canvas of the cot where Kinnear had been lying seconds earlier. Tasarov
yanked it free and threw himsdlf forward, striking downward a second time. The blade struck only frozen
earth. On thefloor, Kinnear rolled once more, stopping only when he came up againgt the side of the
tent. He could fedl the two broken ends of hisfemur rubbing together, and his splint was aready coming
loose. The stimulant had its limits. If he wanted to live, he would have to do something quickly.

Rather than legping again, Tasarov crawled toward him on dl fours, the knife clenched in hisright fist.
"Tough, da, but not indestructible. It is hard to run with abroken leg, yes?'

Kinnear fet oddly distanced, asif he were standing outside his own damaged body, watching it perform
like a puppet in some obscure K afkaesgue play. Even the painin hisleg reminded him of a grafted-on
specia effect. Hetried to move away, pushing at the side of the tent with the back of his head.

"Lieutenant Tasarov don't do it. | have afamily, children. Grandchildren. If our positions were reversed,
you would have done the same as | did when you were discovered.”

The Russian halted. "No, Colond, | would not have done the same. | would not have had subordinates
turn you out in the cold.” He smiled thinly. "I would have killed you myself. Out of respect for afelow
officer, if nothing dse."



"I didn't want your blood on my hands,” Tom Kinnear mumbled. He was digging under the tent flap with
both hands, asif searching for away out.

"Then you are acoward undeserving of your rank." Tasarov resumed his doglike advance.
Kinnear'sfingers closed around what he had been hunting for. "Or maybe just agrifter.”

Tasarov eyed his prey uncertainly. While his knowledge of proper English was excellent, his command of
the vernacular left agood deal to be desired.

Hisfoe'smoment of hesitation was al Kinnear needed. Y anking upward on the stedl tent peg he had
pulled free of its grommet, he lunged a the Russian officer. Chilled and weakened from exposure,
Tasarov'sreflexeswere just alittle dow. Before he could block the strike, Kinnear drove the tent peg
halfway up to its stedl head into the intruder's shoulder.

Tasarov howled in pain, gritted histeeth, and thrust the knife in hisright hand deep into Kinnear'srib
cage.

Hefdt it graze one of hisribsand then dl hisbreath left him asthe point of the blade penetrated hisleft
lung. Histhroat immediately began to fill with blood and he coughed weakly, spitting red liquid into the
Russan'sface.

"You bastard,” Kinnear wheezed, "you've killed me!" Forcing himsdlf forward once more, he wrapped
his left arm around Tasarov's neck and with the other yanked the tent peg free. "But I'll return the favor,”
he spat, "beforel go."

Tasarov struggled in the other man's desperate grip, sawing away at hisribs, trying to get hisknife free,
but it was stuck. Each motion brought Kinnear afresh wave of pain as agony blossomed in his chest like
aflower petaed with razor blades.

He could fed himsdlf weakening by the second. Modifying his grip on the tent peg, he grabbed the hair
on the back of Tasarov's head and stabbed upward. The sharpened stake diced through the flesh of the
other man's neck asif it were ved, findly dowing to astop at the base of hisbrain.

For along second Tasarov's body continued to obey the finad commandsit had been given. The knife he
gtill gripped jerked and twisted twice more before his arm realized he was dead. Theinfiltrator's blue
eyeswent sghtlessand hislast breath, a meaningless groan, hissed out of him.

Releasing his grasp on the dead man, Kinnear shoved the body away. It hit the hard-frozen ground with a
thump like a sack of potatoes. Ever so dowly, Kinnear lowered himsalf back down to the same
unyielding surface, lying on hisright sde to keep the knife from penetrating any more than it aready had.

He could hear his breath bubbling and hitching in hislung. Hisleg wasfull of fire. A wave of nauseaand
exhaustion swept over him. The stimulant he had been given had run the limits of its effectiveness. Now
he only wanted to deep.

If hefell adeep, Kinnear knew he would die. Since he was probably going to die even if he stayed
awake, he decided that it didn't matter. He had spent most of his career putting hislife on theline; now it
had finally caught up to him. Hewas too old to absorb the kind of punishment hisbody had taken. His
last mission would go down as afailure, but no one would be able to look back on it and say he had not
tried.

And maybe that was enough, he thought, drifting once more. Wasit? Wasit enough? He mulled over the
question, hismind blanking out the sounds of gunfire that were drawing dowly closer, the shouts of men



fighting and dying. Is it enough to go out this way? A ghost of the soldier you once were?

Y es, he decided. If he was ashell of what he had been, then he was a shell who had performed his duties
with honor. It was enough. Kinnear closed his eyes, feding them burn beneath thelids.

It has to be enough, hethought. | don't have anything left to give.

A low, ominous noise reached him from outside his tent: the screeching sound of meta giving way and a
machine coming inexorably to life. A very particular kind of machine. He had heard the same sounds only
once before, but even in his present desperate condition he was unlikely to mistake them.

"Stop him, stop it!" avoice was shouting.
A grinding noise was followed by aheavy thud, asof agiant fist smashing into the ground.

Kinnear wanted to believe he wasimagining al of this. He wanted to believe it was an aurd halucination,
afever dream brought on by the severity of hisinjuries. He wanted to rest, to deep, to drift away into the
pain-free embrace of death. He would not be dlowed that release. Aslong as he clung to life he was il
in command. Resignedly, he redlized that hisinput would be essentid.

The lce Man had awakened.

Despite the snowcat's treads and weight, Nolan still had to fight the whedl to keep it on the increasingly
icy roadway. Frozen pellets of snow pelted the windshield. More than once he had to fight the whed to
bring the heavy vehicle back onto the road. The doping shoulder seemed to draw it like amagnet.

It didn't matter, hetold himself. He just needed to get there. Off to hisright he could see sporadic flashes
of light from rifle muzzles and tracer rounds. It did not look asif the fight waslessening inintengity. He
hoped that Sergeant Martin and his men would make the difference in the outcome.

Through the blowing snow he could now make out the faded glow of a couple of fidd lamps and the
peaks of tents sticking up in the darkness. Whatever had happened, the convoy had stopped and tried to
create amakeshift camp. As he stared forward the wind shifted, sending the capricious snow flyingin
another direction. The view ahead cleared. Suddenly he could see the jack-knifed end of the modified
heavy equipment hauler that had been carrying the lce Man. The front end of the vehicle was smashed up
pretty thoroughly, and the specia insulated and refrigerated container looked asif it had been peded
open like acan of sardines. A few technicians could be seen running away fromit, the reason for their
precipitousflight outlined in the feeble light. He stared in shock.

His eyes went wide as snow exploded upward and amassive metallic hand appeared in front of him. He
exhded explogvely.

The Ice Man was moving.

Maybe there was enough time to deliberate and to choose among assorted options, Nolan thought
hurriedly.

Maybe he had only seconds. What he did know, or at least what he felt, was that he had neither choice
nor time. Pulling the surviva knife from his belt, he leaned down and drove it through the accel erator
peda and into the floor. The snowecat's powerful engine roared and the vehicle surged ahead.

Emerging from the back of the hauler like a phantom from another time and place, the lce Man roseto
hisfeet.



"Come on!" Nolan yelled. "Five more secondd" Time unfolded in dow moation, like toothpaste from an
old tube.

He fought to keep the swiftly accelerating 'cat in line asit skidded left and right, trying to go into aspin.
Taking note of the noise and motion that were approaching out of the darkness, the massve dien head
turned in Nolan's direction. He saw glowing red eyes narrow. The Ilce Man had been in stasisfor along,
long time, and God only knew what the massive alien machine was capable of doing. Those eyesthey
looked like they could melt the front of the snowcat al by themsalves. With him, the turkey, stuck inthe
oven.

Stepping clear of the damaged hauler, the |ce Man flung aside clinging scraps of torn stedl asif it were so
much auminum foil. He took one stride, then another, before halting to scan the darkened landscape.
Was he confused? Disoriented?

Fifty feet. "Stay there, you dien freak!" Nolan muttered as he leaned toward the whed. "Hold till!"

Hewalited aslong as he dared and a bit longer. Terrifying seconds stretched into nightmare hours. Then
he shoved open the door and jumped free of the 'cat.

The hard ground came up incredibly fast. Nolan hit the surface rolling, but that did not stop his
collarbones from snapping like the sticks of driftwood that piled up on theidand's beaches.

He cried out as he bounced and rolled, theicy gravel of the roadway chewing up hisface. Splinters of
cold snuck down the neck of his parka. Sliding like an unaerodynamic, out-of-control ded, he did not
stop until he dammed into the tire of one of the convoy trucks parked on the side of the road.

His breeth |eft him with an ugly whooshing sound as he came to astop. More through luck than intent,
he landed on hisfront. Lifting his head, he peered through tearing eyes as the speeding snowcat hit a
bump in the road and flew the last three feet to dam into the back of the Ice Man's pillarlike legs. Though
smdler than the dlien, the burly 'cat was no lightweight. The impact collgpsed him backward onto the
hauler. Having survived skidding and jackknifing, the vehiclésreinforced fud tanks buckled under the Ice
Man's mass. There wasfriction.

Thetruck erupted.

A giant firebal rose as nearly full tanksignited. The explosion was supplemented by the additiond fuel on
the snowecat. For an instant the freezing air around him was saturated with heat, and it wasimpossibleto
take a breath.

Stars danced in front of Nolan's eyes as he gasped for air. He had just enough timeto fill hislungs before
asecond, even more powerful explosion followed thefirst. Arms and legs askew, the Ice Man wasllifted
into theair, only to fal back to earth with areverberating crash. Fighting to get to hisfeet despite the pain
in his shoulders, Nolan saw that the body of the falen dien was straddling the drainage ditch that
paralleled the roadbed.

"That'snot going to doiit," he groaned to himsdlf as he straightened. He flinched as the flames from the
inferno that had been the hauler set off the tank on the truck parked directly in front of it.

Gritting histeeth, struggling to focus, trying not to pass out, Nolan found himsdf staring at atent that had
been pitched near the road. The flaps fluttered dejectedly in the wind, and then his eyes dropped down.

Pulling himsdlf across the frozen ground like a broken-down hound dog was Tom Kinnear. Blood
darkened his chin; one leg stuck out behind him at an angle that would have looked unnaturd on a



department-store mannequin.

"Ah, hell, Tom," Nolan managed to gasp out as he limped toward the crawling figure. "Y ou look like
crap.”

Kinnear tried to reply but could not. Their eyes met. The two men reached an agreement in the space of
their gaze. Both were serioudy injured, maybe dying, but it did not matter. The Russians did not matter.

All that mattered was stopping the lce Man.

Staring out the foreport, Waker watched as Optimus Prime and the smaller Autobot were joined by two
othersfrom their ship while Starscream gathered his own forces nearby. From thelooks of things, this
smdll corner of space was about to become akind of war zone never before observed by human beings.

"Perfect,” he muttered. "And here we Sit, doing nothing.”
"Not exactly nothing," Clarkson called up to him.
Walker turned. "What have you got?'

The engineer'sfingersflew over the keyboard in front of him as he repeated his cal culations one fina
time. "It'stherel" he announced. "The wormholeis till there”

Walker was careful to mute his emotions. Thiswas not atimeto sart passing out funny hats and
noisemakers. "How do you know?"'

"Our long-range sensors are picking up emissonsfrom it. We can't seeit visudly, but | know I'mright
about this, Captain. | can give Jake the coordinates. True, sending the ship in might tear us apart, but it's
our one chanceto get back home and it'sright where weleft it." Unlike Waker, he made no attempt to
hide the excitement he was fedling. For one thing, it helped to mask the fear.

Walker returned his attention to the view forward. All of the Autobots had come together now, and the
fina Decepticon was nearing Starscream’s podition. A battle the likes of which only the serioudy addled
could envision would soon be under way in the Ghost's vidnity.

"Captain?' Clarkson was saring hard a Walker. "What are we waiting for, Captain? If weregoing to
make the attempt, the sooner the better. The hole could close up at any minute.”

"What about them?' Waker gestured at the view out the port. "How do we know they won't follow? Do
your caculationstel you how to close the wormhole behind us? Do they tell you what will happen to the
Autobotsif we leave them here?"

"No disrespect intended, Captain,”" Clarkson interjected, "but why the hell do we care? They can take
care of themselves. So should we."

"Isthat afact?' Walker shot back. "And if Optimus Prime had shown that same attitude back on the
planet, where would we be now?"

"It's not the same and you know it." Clarkson could not believe what he was hearing. "For God's sake,
we're not even supposed to be herel”

"Craig hasapoint,” Avery avowed. "Buit redly, it'skind of moot if we adhere to the code directive. We
aren't supposed to go back if there's any chance of any of the diensfollowing us."



"Who cares about a stupid code?' Clarkson's voice rose to anear shout.

"Captain, Optimus himself said to Say clear,” Avery pointed out. "They don't want usinvolved, and while
thewholeidea of taking on the diens and kicking nonhuman butt sounds great when you're watching a
sci-fi movie, the redlity isthat compared with the least of them Ghost One isahunk of space junk.”

"What about you, Maria?' Waker suddenly asked. "What do you think?"

She shook her head. "I'm like Craig. | want to go home, too." Her voice went small and quiet. "But they
hel ped us down there. Without even being asked. If they hadn't, chances are we wouldn't be drifting here
arguing about it. We can't just abandon them here until we know they're okay."

It was too much for the near-apoplectic Clarkson. "Vote! | say wevote.”

Turning to Sare at the engineer, Waker felt the musclesaong hisjawline clench. "I know you fed
strongly about this, Craig, but in case you've forgotten, thisisn't ademocracy. | command Ghost One."

"Then why'd you even ask for her opinion?" Clarkson riposted accusingly.

"Because everyone has aright to be heard before | make the decision,” Walker told him, "and because
despite what you may think, that decision will take everyone'sfedings and opinion into account.”

Before they could continue the conversation, the receiver crackled and the voice of Chris Smythe came
on. "Ghost One, thisis SSAB Command, do you read?'

Walker took a deep breath, let it out, then responded. Even in the far reaches of the galaxy, it seemed,
everything happened at once. "SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One. We read you. Go ahead.”

" Ghost One, you need to be aware of something. Our ingruments are telling us that the wormholeis
garting to show evidence of destabilizing at our end. The math gang tellsmeit'snot likely to last much
longer. Gravitationd ingtability and dl that. If you're going to take ashot at using it to try to come home,
you need to do so now. What's your status?’

"See?' Clarksoninggted. "It will closein front of us! Thething istoo unstable to hold together.” Hetorea
sheet of paper off his console and passed it forward to Thompson. "Here are the coordinates, Jake, so
let'sgo!”

Thompson looked at Walker, the question in hiseyes. Say or go?

"SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One. Stand by." Muting the transmit, Walker looked at the crew one by
one. "l need amoment to think. Likeit or not, thisismy call. Please just give me a second, okay?"

No one said anything, and Walker closed hiseyes. It was not Smply a question of whether or not he
wanted to go home. If that were the landscape, it would be easy to just tell Thompson to activate the
drive and they'd go. But there was more to it than that. Circumstances had changed. Other entitieswere
involved. Other intelligent, feeling beings. Other friends and enemies.

For one thing, there was no telling how much Star-scream or even Optimus, for that matter had been
ableto learn from their presumed scans of Ghost 1's data storage. Had they obtained the star charts?
Did they already know where Earth was? If he had to guess, he would have said that Starscream had
acquired every bit and byte of data he could, while Optimus well, Walker had afedling that the leader
of the Autobots would not have downloaded so much as a breskfast recipe without first asking
permission. Such an invasion of privacy did not square with everything e se the kindly and hel pful
mechanoid had said and done. Walker was experienced enough to know that nothing was ever purely



black and white, good and evil. But these Autobots and Decepticons constituted about as clear a model
of that state of affairs as he could imagine.

If Ghost 1 reentered the wormhole, it was entirely possible the ship would not survive the journey back
through, though both his science officer and engineer continued to believe in the possibility. Clarkson's
urgency was now supported by data from Earth. Based on the combat he and his crew had aready
witnessed, it was probabl e that the wormhole would be gone by the time the mechanoids had finished
battling each other.

But what was troubling him beyond what had dready been discussed was his belief that having once
encountered and interacted with humans, sooner or later either Autobots or Decepticons or both would
find Earth. Not through the wormhole, assuming that the math from back home was accurate and that it
was indeed on the verge of collapsing, but through the smple process of searching and having endless
yearsin which to do it. They were looking for the Allspark, and he knew where it was. That they would
arrive eventually he did not doubt for amomen.

Knowing that posed afar more complex conundrum than smply deciding whether or not to try to return
home. What was the best possible way he and the crew and Ghost 1 itsdf could depart whileleaving the
best impression upon the Autobots and the most terrifying one on the Decepticons? Because if they were
going to eventualy come to his homeworld, he would rather the Autobots arrived as friends and the
Decepticons thought twice about showing up at al.

Not that humankind in its current state represented any true threat to any of them. But intimein time,
the people of Earth would devel op new technologies. New weagpons and new defenses. Sector Seven
would work to ensure that this came to pass no matter what el se happened.

Time, then, was the key. The people of Earth needed time, and it was going to be up to him and his crew
to make sure they received it. So that when these giant beings finally did show up, they would be
confronted by humans far better able to take care of themsalves and much better equipped to respond to
any outsde threst. For now, that would have to be enough.

He opened his eyes asthe speakers cameto life again. " Ghost One, thisis SSAB Command. Please
advise asto your status.”

Walker turned once moreto his crew. "The bottom line isthat by going home we do adisservice not just
to oursalves and to thismission, but to the rest of humankind aswell. They aren't ready to ded with
something like this, not by along shot. In thirty or forty years, maybe if we don't blow ourselves up or
waste the planet in the interim. But right now, no. We have to make sure absolutely sure that if we
make arun for it, the wormhole closes behind us. Furthermore, we have to |leave the Autobots and the
Decepticons certain about the kind of people wetruly are.”

A flicker of resentment flashed through Clarkson's eyes, but eventualy he nodded. He didn't likeit, but
he redlized that Waker was speaking the truth. Across from him, Gonzalez also nodded, her eyes bright.

Avery chuckled softly. " So we do what we've gottado, Captain. That'sall she wrote.”

Walker'sfina look was reserved for Thompson. The copilot heaved a deep breath. "Y ou've got a hero
complex worse than mine, Captain but I'm with you."

With difficulty, Waker managed to hide what he wasfeding a that moment. It was not easy. "Thank al
of you for doing the right thing, even when it'sthe hard thing." He flicked the transmitter before he or
anyone could change their mind.



"SSAB Command, thisis Ghost One, do you copy?'
Smythe's voi ce responded. "Go ahead, Ghost One."

Walker thought for amoment about what to say and how to say it. He ended up going with hisgut. It
would be up to those back home to embellish hiswords, if any were so inclined. Some people dways
were, he knew resignedly.

"SSAB Command, be advised asto our status. As mentioned previoudy, we are not alone out here.
Earthisinfor avigt. Maybe today or tomorrow or in ten years, but it'sinevitable. Prepare yourselves
and prepare the world. Some of the beings with whom we have had contact are benign, some arentt.
Sooner or later, components of the Ice Man's extended family will find us. Ghost One is staying to make
sure the door that's currently open gets closed and locked." He paused, then added dmost diffidently,
"Thisis Ghost One signing off."

Heturned off the transmitter for thefind time. "Maria, shut down our communicationswith SSAB
Command. We're done with that now and need to focus on the task at hand. Well only get one shot at
this"

Sowly but professiondly, she did as he directed. Within the cabin, silence and contemplation now
reigned.

"What've you got in mind, Captain?' Thompson findly asked.

"Activate our wegpons, Jake." Walker managed adight smile. "We want to be sure our future visitors get
theright impresson.”

Chapter Fifteen

Optimus kept his attention focused on the Decepticons as he waited for Jazz, Ratchet, and Ironhide to
leave the Ark and join him and Bumblebee. Thefirst thing he did when they arrived wasto query
Ratchet.

"Isthe ship secure?'

"Assecureas| can makeit in our absence,” the mechanic assured him.

"Good," Optimus murmured. "Let's make an end to this, then, right here and now."
"Sometimes," Ironhide murmured forlornly, "it fedslikeit will never end.”

"I know," Optimus admitted. "And it never will 0 long asthere are Decepticons | eft in the gaaxy.
Nonetheless, if we accomplish nothing else, we must try to ensure that this fraction of the war ends here.
We cannot hope to find the Allspark and begin to restore Cybertron to what it once wasif were
condantly fighting instead of searching.”

"Y ou won't get any argument out of me," Ratchet replied. "The sooner we can findly cdl anend to
combat and go home, the better.” He paused, looked at Bumblebee, and began assessing the damage to
his colleague. "What happened to you?'



Optimus answered for the smaler mechanoid. "He suffered an uncontrolled fal into asinkhole down on
the planet. Do you think you can fix him up, aong with Jazz?'

Ratchet considered. He put a reassuring hand on Bumblebee's shoulder. "Don't worry about it, my friend.
Not aproblem.”

Bumblebee nodded understandingly, then pointed at the Decepticons and raised his weapon.

"Bumblebeeisright. It'stime," Optimus announced. "1 will ded with Starscream. Jazz, you intercept
Frenzy. Try to finish him quickly. Wéll need your help e sawhere.”

"So much for making it fun,” Jazz quipped, as usud unable to take even theimpending battle or his
weakened State too serioudly.

"Ironhide, Bonecrusher isyour respongbility,” Optimus continued. "Try to fight him at adistance. He's
dow but very powerful. Which leaves Barricade for Bumblebee and Ratchet." He paused amoment
before adding an essential reminder. "We can't afford to lose anyone, so be careful al of you.”

"I'mtheking of careful,” Jazz opined with alaugh.

Optimus shook his head ruefully. There was no Autobot like the irrepressible Jazz. " Just make sure you
stay on your throne while you're handing down decrees.” A glance in the direction of the Decepticons
revealed that their position had changed. The enemiesof al that was good and just were on the move.
"Here they come. Spread out and ready yourselves.”

He shifted to the lft, placing himsalf between the Decepticons and the fragile ship of the humans.
Whatever thefind outcome of the coming conflict, the cregtive little creatures deserved the chance to go
home. Thiswas not their war, and Optimus was determined to give them that opportunity. Everyone
deserves to go home eventually even pitiable organics.

Starscream accelerated, and Optimus corrected him-self. Everyone, that is, except the Decepticons.
He activated hisweapons systems. " Starscream,” he transmitted, "'I'm here for you!™

"Then come!" Starscream replied. "1've maintained a specid file that is devoted to nothing but anticipation
for this"

Despite many previous encounters, both sides knew it was a surety that new and different tacticswould
be employed. Usudly an extended period of insults preceded opening maneuvers. Thistime Optimus
didn't hesitate. Aligning hisweapons, he opened fire.

"Your watisover."

Hisfirgt discharge was dead-on. It took the swiftly moving Starscream in the chest, hurling him
backward. The Decepticon screeched in surprise. A moment later the rest of the Autobots opened fire,
and the interminable war yet again was on. .

Ironhide moved to engage Bonecrusher, firing and darting away, then repesating the sequence, careful not
to alow the Decepticon behemoth to get close enough for physica interaction. In contrast, Jazz used his
gpeed to close on a surprised Frenzy. Locking hold, he landed a series of rapid-fire blowsto the small
Decegpticon's frame intended to end the encounter as quickly as possible. Bumblebee and Ratchet
charged Barricade. At the last possible instant they executed an opposition in order to ionic a him from
either side. Barricade could be as deadly as Starscream, and the two bots knew they would have their
handsfull.



Halting histumble, Starscream spun and opened fire with his own wegpons, missing badly. With a
second volley, however, he succeeded in nicking Optimuss shoulder. The salvo did only cosmetic
damage. Optimus promptly returned the volley, accelerating as he did so and forcing his opponent to
dodge awvkwardly in order to avoid the deadly discharge. At extreme velocities, the pursuit continued
through uncaring emptiness. Speed and maneuverability were dl that kept Starscream intact. Despite his
skills, the Decepticon found himsalf hard-pressed to keep out of the grasp of his determined tracker.

I'll never get him like this, Optimus thought.

Abruptly and inexplicably, he stopped shooting. Without pausing to question why, Starscream took
advantage of thelull to fire back, and Optimus found himsdf having to dodge aswell. Risking aquick
glance back at the others, he saw to his dismay that things were not going aswell as he had hoped.

From the looks of it, Bonecrusher had managed to catch up with Ironhide at least once: the old warrior
bore severd deep gouges and at least one serious dent on histhick armor. Luckily, he had managed to
stay clear. As Optimus looked on, Jazz sped to hisaid. As per Optimussingtructions, the swift-moving
Autobot had |eft Frenzy redling and noncommunicative.

Bumblebee and Ratchet, however, were having a difficult time with Barricade. When the big Decepticon
was not shooting, he was moving and working his position so that his frustrated attackers could not
unleash their full firepower without the risk of hitting each other. Both of the Autobots appeared worse
for wear. Already suffering from the injuries he had incurred on the world below, Bumblebee especialy
looked fatigued. Optimus redlized that if he and his companions were going to have any chance of
triumphing in this skirmish, he was going to have to end his persona combat with Starscream quickly.

Altering strategy once more, he accelerated straight at the Decepticon. Since he was il firing steedily,
the blatant assault surprised his opponent. So much so that Starscream failed to take note of thetiny craft
that was dowly working itsway up behind him.

Having closed the gap with surprising speed, the only nonmechanoidsin theimmediate spatid vicinity
were preparing to join the fight.

Optimus paid for his straightforwardness by taking ablast in the torso from Starscream's main batteries.
Hefdt the blastsdam into hisarmor and hurl him backward. A moment later he noticed what his
adversary had not: the human vessd dowly moving into position behind the Decepticon leader.

What wer e the humans thinking? he wondered. They didn't and a chance in aclash on this scale, and
yet herethey were,

"They fight,” he murmured to himsdlf, "even when it'snot their fight.”

Starscream's barrage had done some damage, but it was not serious enough to incapacitate him.
Stabilizing himself, Optimus fired afresh, forcing Starscream to keep hisdistance. At the sametime, he
was disconcerted to see that the Decepticon had finally detected the presence of the human craft.

"Leavethem aone, Starscream,” he tranamitted forcefully.

Starscream had hisown unique, shrill laugh. "It will only take amoment. They'll diejust like you and the
others" he sneered. "Wel, perhaps not just like you, but perish they will." Whirling, he sarted totrain a
sngle weapon on the brash humans.

It was not much of an opening, but it was enough. Putting on aburst of speed so unexpected it passed
unpredicted by Starscream'’s instrumentation, Optimus closed the gap between them before the



Decepticon could react. Shooting out a hand, he grabbed hisrival by the shoulder and arm and spun.
Because Optimus's body mass considerably exceeded that of the Decepticon's arm, metal bent and
composite screeched. Caught by surprise, Starscream flailed with his free hand and tried to escape.

"Not thistime." Maneuvering to retain his positiona advantage, Optimus bore down with dl his strength.
"And not ever again.”

A surge of panic washed through Starscream when he felt Optimus grab hold. He was as conscious as
Optimus of the sudden physical position the Autobot had acquired. Caught at a serious disadvantage, he
could continue to fight back, or

Whatever the consegquences, he knew he could not alow his hatred of the Autobots to distract him from
the more important misson.

When he had interfaced with the dien vessdl's primitive computer system, he had taken care to download
every bit of information it contained. Not al of it was directly related to their mission. He knew that the
Allspark had been found and placed in asecure facility on their world. He knew that Megatron had
found hisway there aswell and was now trapped and contained in some kind of frozen stasis. Both
arrivas were being reverse-engineered to discover the secrets of their respective science. It was those
effortsthat had led to the design, however pae an imitation, of their ship.

There was no way he was going to alow the other Decepticonsto discover any of this, far lessthe
Autobots. The last thing Starscream wanted was for the Allspark or Megatron to be found by anyone but
him. The humans and their ship had to be destroyed, dong with Optimus Prime and Bumblebee & the
very lesst.

As Optimus gave another destabilizing wrench on hisarm, Starscream redoubled his effortsto free
himsdf. The Autobots were proving to be much harder to destroy than he had anticipated. And if heand
his colleagues expended al their energy in fighting them, the humans might escape. Ignoring the painin his
arm and the blows Optimus was landing on other parts of his body, Starscream fought to take aim at the
aien vessd once more, intent on blowing it out of the ether. Only then could he return hisfull attention to
hisfrugratingly persstent foe.

The Autobot leader must have seen what he was about to do, because Optimus suddenly spun him
around and heaved him away with enough force to send the Decepticon whirling out of firing range.

Ashefought to stabilize himsdlf, Starscream saw his cohorts fully engaged in their own individud battles.
None of them had taken notice of the humans arriva. Frenzy had aready been put out of commission.
Desperate, he transmitted aswidely as he could. Starscream ignored hisinjured cohort to press hisown

program.

"Decepticons! Disengage from the Autobots and destroy the dien vessdl. It must be annihilated at dl
cogtd"

From the Nemesis, the badly injured but aready healing Blackout responded immediately and
disconcertingly. "Why isthat, Starscream?" Before he could answer, the other bot continued, ™Y ou told
usit was destroyed and now we seethat it is not. What else are you hiding, Starscream? What isthe
sgnificance of thedien ship?'

Starscream cursed silently to himself. Despite having been shown the error of hisways, the Sngle-minded
fool would not let the matter go. Now he was providing an unnecessary distraction at acritical time.
Wedl, Starscream had aready determined that he would not lose his position to Megatron's ghost. Asfar
as hewas concerned, regardless of the treacherous data contained on the humans ship, Megatron was



dead and gone. He, Starscream, had been the leader of the Decepticons for some time, he was the
leader of the Decepticons now, and nothing was going to change that.

Offering an objection, Optimus unleashed a heavy volley in hisdirection, forcing him to dodge & an angle
that took him even farther from the dien ship.

"l am hiding nothing,” he responded in frustration. "While you repose on the Nemesis and lob insults, the
rest of usare out herefighting."

Blackout was not intimidated. "1 am doing my part. You just can't seeit yet. Clearly you wanted me out
of theway and slenced. Why isthat?'

Starscream seethed with anger. When this was over, he was going to make apoint of ripping Blackout's
Spark right out of his chest. Unaware of the mentd conflict that threatened to consume his adversary,
Optimusfired again. Thistime hiswell-aimed salvo struck Starscream on the shoulder and spun him
around.

| cannot squander any mor e time on this confrontational drivel, the leader of the Decepticonstold
himsdlf. "Do asyou will, then," he snapped at Blackout. "Therest of us have fighting to do. Decepticons,
| repeat: disengage from the Autobots and target the alien vessd!”

"Maybe Blackout has apoint,” Bonecrusher rumbled unexpectedly.

Taking his attention off Optimus for a second, a startled Starscream turned to see Bonecrusher hdt his
ongoing pursuit of Ironhide.

IIWI,.H!H
"Y ou owe us an explanation,” the massive mechanoid muttered.

"l don't owe you anything,” Starscream retorted furioudy. "We have been through this aready. Now do
as| command”

"After thisfight isover," Barricade declared as he dodged out of Ratchet's range and fired at Bumblebee,
"you will explain, Starscream. But | agree that now is not the time. We have Autobotsto fight!"
Accderating swiftly, he dammed into Bumblebee a nearly full sublight speed, sending the little Autobot

Spinning away.
"Asyouwill if youmugt," Starscream acknowledged. "But not before time.”

His momentary distraction was costly. For a second time showing unexpected speed, Optimus had
summarily closed the distance between them.

"It'sover, Starscream.” The leader of the Autobots et loose with everything he had.

Jensen struggled to see through theivory swirl. The blizzard had |essened somewhat, but the snow
continued making vighility difficult. The Russians had tested the makeshift perimeter in severd places,
and so far histroops had held on.

Stll, they had taken many casualties, and it was likely the next round would see the well-trained intruders
break through. The perimeter was too wide, and he did not have enough men left to hold every point. He
eased himsdlf back down into the crease in the ground that he was sharing with one of the noncoms. The
sergeant squinted a him.
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"I'm open to suggestions, Sergeant,” Jensen muttered. "I don't think we have enough peopleto hold the
line here. What do you think? Should we pull back and try to form atighter perimeter around the Ice
Man'shauler?

The noncom considered the question for amoment, then shook his head. "'If we pull back, we may as
well give up and retreat toward the station. Sure, well have lessterrain to cover, but well also be
dangeroudy concentrating our own forces. If we tighten up and they bring in amortar, they could take us
out completely with acouple of accurate |obs."

Jensen nodded. "I was afraid you'd say something like that. Options?"

"I think we let them break through, sir." The sergeant voiced the opinion with obvious reluctance. "It may
be the only way."

"L et them break through?' Jensen asked. "The'only way' for what? How doesthat help?’

The husky noncom stuck his own head up over thelip of the crease, had aquick ook around, then
ducked back down. "They're on the verge of overrunning us anyway, so trying to hold them off isonly
going to result in more of my of our men dying, Sr. If wefal back, they'll be able to surround us. But if
we wait, hold position, and let them through, they might jump at the chance to rush the trucks. If we can
let them get ten or fifteen yards past us, we can hit them from behind before they get to the camp itself.”
He grinned wolfishly. "They won't know how many of usare behind them and how many of usare il in
front. And we know the layout of the camp they'll be coming in ignorant, through the snow."

Jensen was suitably impressed. "That's not half bad. We let themin, they'll think weve fallen back, but
they won't penetrate deep enough to know for sure one way or the other.” He closed his eyes and
wondered what Colonel Kinnear would do.

"All right, let'sdo it. Start the word aong the line for the men to spread out abit and get under their
winter ponchos. Man-to-man only. No radios, in case they're listening to us. WEll let our visitors pass,
then when | givethe signa well hit ‘'em from every direction as hard as we can with everything we've got
left.”

The sergeant nodded once, then moved silent and swift asawraith to instruct the two men nearest them
on their left and right. The order was passed quickly along thelinein both directions. Maintaining silence,
the surviving soldiers spread out, disappearing benesth the white of their winter ponchos.

Jensen knew they would only have one chance to make the strategy work, and even that chancewas a
small one. The Russians had landed a sizable, experienced force whose movements were not burdened
by the need to protect equipment, technicians, scientists, and one very large frozen dien. Still, under the
right conditions and properly sprung, surprise could be worth afull company.

He risked aglance back in the direction of the camp. Theline of vehicleswas more or lessintact, there
was no sign of panic, and everything looked pretty

Then he saw the Ice Man. Beside his hauler. Standing up.

"Oh, sh™" he garted to say. Before he could finish, aflash of bright headlights entered hisfield of view
from theleft and promptly smashed into the back of the alien's massve legs. Thiswasfollowed by two
huge explosions. A rapidly expanding fireball roseinto the air, propelling the Ice Man with it.

Stunned, Jensen climbed to hisfeet and stared at the camp. What the hell had happened?



"Sir!" the noncom yelled. Legping from his position, he tackled Jensen to the ground just as a barrage of
bullets whizzed overhead. "Don't make yoursdlf atarget.”

"Y eah, yeah," Jensen replied, amost absently. "Thanks." He jerked his head in the direction of the camp.
"So much for surprise.”

Another barrage of riflefire split the night air but this burst caused the senior sergeant to bresk out ina
huge grin. "Those aren't AK-47s those are M165!"

Both men peered over the edge of their hiding place. In the dim light, white-clad figureswererising and
turning to fire behind them. There was no mistaking what was going on: the Russans were being attacked
from behind.

"Can't be that many." Hope shot through Jensen like agulp of twenty year-old bourbon. "Or they'd have
been heard moving up.”

The noncom thought furioudy for asecond. " There was a squad of Rangerstraining back at the base.
Maybe they were sent for us.”

"l don't careif it's Santa's el ves protecting their turf,” Jensen exclaimed. "Pass the word to hit the
Russians now, whilethey're preoccupied.”

"Yes, gr!" Legping to hisfeet, Martin sounded a piercing whistle that carried over thefalling wind.
"Attack!" heydled.

Rising en masse from their hiding places, the transport team's soldiers jumped up from beneath their
ponchos and charged forward. Riflefire erupted from multiple locations. Caught by surprise from behind
and counterattacked in front, the Russian assault dissolved into chaos. Jensen would have taken part, but
other respongbilities and concerns took precedence. Turning in the opposite direction, he broke into a
run as he headed back toward the camp.

If the Ice Man was now mobile, they would have to find away to sop him and get him back under
control. Compared with the Russians, the giant aien machine posed unknown problems the lieutenant
preferred not to contempl ate except that reality was forcing him to do exactly that.

Lesping over amound of snow, he hit a patch of iced-over road and nearly went down. Somehow he
managed to keep his balance. As he approached the first of the hagtily erected tents, his eyeswere
drawn to adark, irregular linein the snow. Frowning, he kndlt for acloser look. With widening eyes, he
rose and followed the dtill-moist trail.

It led him to the serioudy wounded Kinnear. The colone was dowly dragging himself forward in the
direction of the hauler that had been carrying the Ice Man. Leaning againgt anearby truck was a battered
and bloody Lieutenant Colonel Nolan, hisarmswrapped around his chest asif once helet go, hisinsdes
might spill out. Both men looked on the verge of deeth, yet were till trying to fight. For thefirst timein his
career, therein the arctic snow and dark, the real meaning of the word soldier impressed itsdlf
irrevocably on Jensen's soul.

His attention was drawn away from the two badly injured senior officersto the far sde of the hauler by
the screech of rending metal and adeep, horrific eectronic growl. Jensen felt the hair on the back of his
neck stand on end.

The Ice Man may have gone down, but he certainly wasn't out.



Chris Smythe rubbed his aching forehead. Why the hell did Nolan haveto take off and leave himin
charge of thismess? He closed his eyes and pushed his glasses up onto hisforehead, trying to think.

"Chris?' avoice asked. "Hey, Chris?"
The communications director answered without opening hiseyes. 'Y eah?'

"I'm not getting through to them." The voice belonged to Brad Conncarry, one of his best
communicationstechs. Conncarry was arotund middle-aged man with thinning brown hair, eyesthat
were too close together, anose like amacaw, and afondness for cobbling together telephones with no
obvious practica gpplications. "No response &t al.”

Fighting to organize his thoughts, Smythe reminded himsdf not to clench histeeth. The base dentist had
aready bawled him out for what was unarguably aterrible habit.

"Isthe dien communicator gill responding?”

"Yeah, were il picking that up,” Conncarry replied. "But no matter what we send, Ghost One isn't
responding to us."

"Son of awhat are they thinking?* Smythe complained. "Why did | haveto give Waker the damn
code? | should have just told them to get home." He considered tor amoment, then ordered, "Ping their

equipment.”
"Just aping?' Conncarry was clearly confused. "Why?'

"L ook, if the connection Hill exigts, that meansthe ship isn't destroyed, right?* He continued quickly, not
wanting to give Conncarry a chanceto object. " So they sgned off. Okay. Maybe they shut down
communications deliberately for reasons we can't imagine. Or maybe they're receiving but they can't reply
for some other reason. But if we get aping, well at least know that the system is il functioning.”

Conncarry turned to go, then stopped and turned back. " Suppose we get a ping. Do you want to try to
send something? Besides asking them to acknowledge?”

The communications director thought amoment, then nodded. Screw protocol. Nolan wasn't here and
he, Smythe, wasin charge. That made Walker and the crew his responsibility. If afterward he had to
face some kind of covert kangaroo court because of hisdecision, well at least his conscience would be
Clear.

"Tell them SSAB Command toGhost One. Authorize priority code override. Come home immediately,
regardiess of prevailing circumstances. What's the word from the science desk on wormhol e stability?!

Conncarry's expresson was grim. "Last | wastold it continues to deteriorate rapidly. Maybe twenty or
thirty minutesa mog."

Smythe nodded. Asfar as he was concerned, interstellar physics had made the decision for him. " Send
that message. Send it right now."

Conncarry looked uncertain. "Are you sure you know what you're doing, Chris? They'll fire you for this,
you know. And maybe worse. We got our orders.”

"l don't care," Smythe snapped. "I'min charge and | am not leaving those people to die out there on
account of apostulated 'maybe.’ It'sall speculation and morethan alittlefiction. Thiscal ismy
respongbility. Now send the message.”



Conncarry nodded, smiled, and left. As soon as he was gone, Smythe leaned back and stared at the
insulated celling, trying to see beyond it. Way beyond it.

"Comeon, Maria," he murmured to himsdlf. " Get the message and tell Walker to get the hell out of
there”

The spatia clock wasticking. If the crew of Ghost 1 didn't make an attempt to reenter the wormhole
soon, it wouldn't matter how much they wanted to come back.

He closed his eyes again, hating the waiting amaost as much as he had begun to hate Sector Seven and
the inescapable burden of its overriding, perfidious secrecy.

Waker looked on as Thompson maneuvered Ghost 1 into position behind Optimus Prime. Having
come to the conclusion that they were al going to die out here, the captain wanted to be certain that they
took at least one of the duplicitous Decepticons with them. Bearing in mind the manifest differencesin
technology and fighting ability, he was dso reasonably certain he and his crew would have only one shot
at doing so.

The view out the foreport bordered on the unreal. Two huge mechanoids, Optimus Prime and
Starscream, were weaving and firing at each other while off to the right other Autobots and Decepticons
fought and flew for their very lives. Despite the ferocity of the ongoing combet, so far there was only one
gpparent casualty. A smdler Decepticon drifted, alone and motionless, on the edge of bedlam.

"How do you want to play it, Captain?' Thompson spoke without looking up from his console.

"Seeif we can get behind Starscream while he's occupied with Optimus Prime. Even the engineering
team that ingtalled the weapons system on Ghost doesn't know everything it can do. Maybe well have a
chance a agood shot.”

Thompson started to reply, only to be interrupted by a suddenly energized Gonzaez. "1've got
something!"

Walker turned to look at her. "What isit, Maria?'
"Wejust got amessage from SSAB Command,” shetold him excitedly.

Walker's tone indicated that he was less than pleased. "I thought | told you to shut down our
communicationsviathedien trangmitter.”

"I did," shereplied. "I don't understand.” She was staring down at her console. "The system isturned off."
Walker shifted attention to hisengineer. "Explain.”

"Mariashut down the transmitter, and the communications system went into standby mode," Clarkson
speculated. "Our receiver isn't offline completely, and they pinged it to make sureit's till operationd.
Pretty dick."

"Could you maybe keep it down back there?' Thompson wrenched the Ghost to port to avoid awild
blast of energy from the distant Decepticons battling the defenders from the Ark. "I'm kind of busy here.”

Walker turned back to Gonzalez. "What does the message say?'
She glanced at her readout. "SSAB Command to Ghost One. Authorize priority code override. Come



home immediatdly, regardiess of circumstance.” Shelooked up at him. "They're saying we can come
home"

Walker's response was curt. "No, we can't.”

Gaping at him, Clarkson gestured at Gonzalez's main screen. "Areyou crazy, Sam? SSAB just
authorized us."

"Captain,” Mariastarted to say, but Waker held up ahand to silence her.

"No," he declared steadfadtly. "We're not going anywhere until this clash between the Autobots and the
Decepticonsisover. | won't take therisk of going back through the wormhole and leading them straight
to Earth."

"Come on, Captain!" Clarkson was shouting now. "Werein the clear. Let's get out of here whileweve
got the chance."

"l said no!" Waker ydled back. "My decisonisfina. We stay until it'sover. Do | make mysdlf clear,
Craig? And might | add that casting aspersions on your commanding officer's sanity while in the course of
amisson isapoor way to ensure the continued viability of your retirement fund.”

Resentment filled the other man's eyes, but Walker found that he didn't care. As misson commander he
did not have the luxury of caring. In countermanding the printed code someone back on Earth was
second-guessing the experts, even if by so doing it was for the perceived benefit of the Ghost and its
crew. Walker knew he was making the right decision. He returned his gaze forward.

"Stay withit, Jake," he murmured quietly.
"Y es, Captain,”" Thompson replied, then added reflexively, "L ookout!"

He yanked the controls, forcing Ghost 1 sharply down to avoid arandom blast that nearly hit them
dead-on. Asthey changed course, another bolt of plasma headed straight at them. Optimus Prime must
have predicted and reacted to the blast because he cut in front of them and caught the powerful energy
discharge flush on his chest. It flared as it splashed across his armored front, knocking him backward.

"Jesus," Thompson muttered. " That would have cut usin haf.”
"Then don't get hit," Walker ordered. "Kegp maneuvering to get behind Starscream.”

"Y ou think we can actudly harm him with what we have on board?' Thompson continued to work Ghost
1 around toward the rear of the skirmishing Decepticon leader.

"Starscream may be intelligent and independent, but he's still amachine,” Walker pointed out. "And every
machine has aweak spot.” Turning, he eyed Avery and Clarkson. "That's going to be up to the two of
you. Mike, | want you anayzing hisframe. Seeif you can find anything that looks like awesk spot in his
armor. Craig, you know more about this ship's weapons systems than anyone on board. Concentrate on
determining how we can make the best use of them.”

Avery nodded that he understood. Clarkson hesitated briefly, then turned furioudy back to his console.

Let him focus his resentment on hiswork, Waker mused. If theirate engineer could channel haf as much
anger toward Starscream as he was fedling toward his commander, then they might actudly have a
chance to do some damage to the leader of the Decepticons.



Chapter Sixteen

Struggling into the back of the hauler, Nolan kept one eye on the snow and section of ditch wherethelce
Man had fallen. The giant's arms and legs were twitching and jerking, and his eyesif they actually were
eyes and not smple photoreceptors flickered adull, angry red. There was no question in Nolan's mind
that after long yearsin stasis, the alien was starting to come around. His leve of apprehension was about
as high asthe temperature was low. Shoving loose and broken gear out of the way, he began afrantic
search.

The specidly constructed, heavily insulated container that had been mounted on the hauler had suffered
substantial damage when the vehicle had jackknifed and did off the road. In the course of hisflalling
about and effortsto stand, the Ice Man had damaged it further. Nolan's search turned up plenty of
equipment all of it bent, busted, or both.

His gaze settled on a composite-covered hose an inch in diameter that wastipped with abright metal
nozzle. Unable to see whereit led, he picked it up by the end and gently lifted it free of the snow. Even
through his gloves Nolan could tell that the hose was colder than the air snrounding it. Using it asa
guide, he worked hisway up the length of the tube to where it terminated in alarge cylindrica tank. He
could make out lettering on the metal, but ice and snow had accumulated to the point that he could not
read it. He caled over to where Kinnear lay panting on the ground.

"Tom?1 think I've got afunctiona tank and hose here."

Kinnear struggled to look up. "No way. Thetanks all ruptured in the crash.” As he replied he reflected on
how difficult it wastrying to talk with blood in one'sthroat.

"Maybenot dl. Thisonelooks okay. Isit full of what | think itis?'

Kinnear wheezed, choked, coughed. "Mix of anhydrous ammoniaand liquid nitrogen pretty stable. If it's
gill functiond and if it'sfull, there might be enough to refreeze the Ice Man. Or a least dow him down.”
He coughed some more, aware that he was growing weaker by the minute,

Great, hethought feebly. It's so cold | can't even tell if I'mdying or not.
"I'm going to seeif | can get it to work!" Nolan wasyelling to him.

He turned back to the tank and studied the controls. Though chemistry had never been one of hisstrong
auits, he was damn sure he didn't want this suff anywhere on him. The vaveswere smple turn-ons. A
quarter turn a atime, he carefully opened the one in the middle. The tank sputtered and coughed. Nolan
made sure the nozzle was aimed away from his own body.

A thin stream of strong-smelling liquid smoked out of the nozzle. He watched asit made contact with a
piece of twisted titanium plating. The exposed metd iced over in seconds.

"It workdl" He shut down the flow by flipping the control bar on the sde of the nozzle. "Hang in there,
Tom."

Pulling on the hosg, trying to accumulate as much dack as possible, he walked it over to the other side of
the hauler bed. Upon reaching the edge, he squinted out into the darkness and the snow. Before he
opened the switch he wanted to make sure his aim was perfect. The tank was not that large, and he



couldn't afford to waste any of its essentia supercooled contents. Snow swirled around him ashe
struggled to relocate the recumbent |ce Man. After acouple of minutesit struck him why he was having
S0 much trouble.

He could not see the Ice Man because he was no longer where he had fallen.

With asinking fedling, Nolan turned and began to scan theicy landscape. The screech of metal on metal
forced his head around so quickly that he actually felt the tendons twang in his neck.

The lce Man had regained hisfooting and was now standing on the other sde of the hauler's back end,
peering into it with hate-filled eyes.

Anthropomorphic tendencies be damned, Nolan resolved. Those eyes were incontestably malevolent.

A massive hand began to descend toward the near-parayzed Nolan. Metd fingers gleamed in the light
from atruck burning itself out nearby.

Nolan stumbled backward. For some reason, he still gripped the end of the hosetightly in hisgloved
hands. Asthose glowing eyes and that monstrous hand came closer he found himsalf wondering why he
should bother to resist. Now that the lce Man had revived, the night's outcome was inevitable. The dien
wasgoing tokill him.

Hewasgoing tokill themall.

Time dowed to acrawl for Lieutenant Jensen. In hismind's eye he saw the dead soldiers, Russian and
American both; the flames from the makeshift camp as explosions tore through first one vehicle, then
another; thetrail of blood Colonel Kinnear had Ieft behind as he had crawled away from the dead body
of the Russian infiltrator. Jensen saw them as clearly as he could recall the way the sky looked after an
Arctic storm had passed or how his breath, |abored and hard, lft hislungsto crystallize amost ingtantly
inthefrigid night air.

But theimage he knew would never leave him for the rest of his dayswasthat of the Ice Man glaring
down at Lieutenant Colone Philip Nolan as he stood in the back of the hauler, the firesflickering around
them turning the huge silvery body a deep orange-red. The dien looked like some mad surreaist's vison
of Lucifer himsdf, comeforth to bring dl the terrors of Hell to Earth and to mankind. Seconds stretched
into what felt like hours as he paused to take in the scene.

Nolan was backing away astep at atime, the end of ahose from one of the liquid nitrogen tanks hanging
loosdly from hisright hand. The lce Man was reaching down for him, ready to crush him like abug.
Unableto think of anything to do, anything he could do, Jensen stood motionless, waiting for whatever
was going to happen next.

From behind the |ce Man there sounded a cry of rage and pain. Stunned though he was, Jensen
recognized the voice. Somehow overcoming the pain from hisinjuries, Colonel Kinnear had dipped
behind thedien.

The cry came again. Momentarily distracted, the Ice Man dowly turned to see the tiny creature behind
him.

Jensen wanted to start forward, wanted to run, but hislegs refused to obey the commands his brain kept
sending out.

"Come on, you ugly metal bastard,” Kinnear was screaming. "Look a me!™



Asthe lce Man completed histurn, the colondl opened fire with the machine gun he had recovered from
anearby truck. At point-blank range, hefired into the lce Man's armored chest. Slugsricocheted in dl
directions,

m

bouncing off the armor-plated body while Kinnear yelled and carried on like awild man. Jensen
expected some kind of reaction from the dien, but it smply stood there until the clip was empty.

Dropping the empty wegpon, Kinnear continued cursing violently at the dien. As Jensen looked onin
horror, it reached down with one massive hand and picked up the badly wounded colonel asif he
weighed nothing at dl.

For Jensen, the entire world was suddenly till and quiet, and had anyone ever asked him later, he would
have sworn on everything he held sacred in life that he heard Kinnear say two more words. They reached
him as awhisper, but they carried al the force of abomb.

"Mission accomplished.”

That's when Jensen saw the wire leading to the pack the colond had somehow managed to strap across
his back. He never learned what it contained. Gelignite, perhaps, taken from the engineering team's truck.
RPGs. Or maybe just a case of the ova, fist-sized, fruit-shaped devices like the one from which Kinnear
now extracted ameta pin as he lunged forward toward the |ce Man's chest.

Jensen heard Nolan ydll, "Tom, no!"
Time started up again and Jensen heard himself scream, "Phil! Get down!™

He dropped, burying hisface in the cold, wet snow, and had not counted to five before the grenade went
off. Aningtant later so did the entire contents of the backpack Kinnear had been wearing. The sudden,
shocking fireball was not nearly powerful enough to penetrate the lce Man's armor but it was strong
enough to knock the still only partialy recovered dien backward into the bed of the hauler. Raising
himsdlf up, spitting out dirt and ice, Jensen ydled, "Colond! Do it now!"

Nolan had been stunned by hisfriend's sacrifice but he had not been stunned insensible. Even ashe
scrambled back to hisfeet, he turned the nozzle on full blast. Gushing from the specia hose, supercooled
liquid splashed the stunned |ce Man and ingtantly froze more solid than any of itsimmediate surroundings.
Gigantic arms and legsflailed asthe giant fought to regain hisfeet. Splashing across his body, spurts of
liquid N, ingtantly froze jointsand limbs.

Tossing aside the charred fragments of what had moments earlier been Colonel Thomas Kinnesar, the Ice
Man gtarted to reach for Nolan anew. Bringing his own rifle off his shoulder, areenergized Jensen took
am and opened fire.

"Hey gruesome” heydled. "Eat some of thid"

Histhumb flicked the switch to full auto and the Ice Man turned in his direction. Freezing on contact with
meta and composite, the liquid nitrogen was forming a solid coat and sedl around the dien form. The
enormous body was now emitting a peculiar squesking sound asit struggled to move.

The dien was emitting some incomprehensible high-pitched shrieking that could only be trandated asthe
equivaent of hate-filled promises of vengeance. He took one step forward, another and halted asthe
freezing liquid began to lock up hisjoints,



From insdethe hauler, Nolan's voice could be heard very faintly. "You caled it, Tom."

Thefina few rounds emptied from the M 16's clip and Jensen dropped it to one side. Hisearswere
ringing from the gunshots and the explosion. Out of ammo, he looked on as the giant machine coming
toward him dowed, dowed and finally stopped. From the back of the hauler Nolan continued to drench
itin the specid liquid nitrogen solution. The red glow of the monster mechanoid's eyes faded, blinked
once, and went dark.

From out of the darknessthat still dominated the camp's perimeter, two figures came running toward the
lieutenant. He recognized Sergeant Martin and one of the other Rangers. Breathing heavily, his breath
fogging theair in front of him, Jensen dowed to ahdt. He did not sdlute, and Martin did not call him on
the omission.

"Redlly, redly glad to see you, Sergeant. What's the Situation?’ Jensen looked past the two men, trying to
seeinto the darkness.

"The Russansareinfull retreat, dr. Running for their subs." Tired ashewas, Martin still managed a
triumphant grin. "We've got them besat.”

"Anybody gill out there making sure they don't change their minds?* Jensen wondered.

"A couple of my guys, some of the trangport team,” the Ranger told him. "Wefigure well chasethem a
ways, just to make sure they don't stop until they're dl the way back to Vladivostok."

Jensen nodded. "All right," he said. "Well done."

Looking past the lieutenant, Martin took in the bizarre scene and the tattered remnants of the camp.
"What happened here?" he asked.

"We checked in at the end of the world and dmost jumped off," Jensen explained without going into
detall. "Fortunately, we stopped in time. Colonel Kinnear isdead." Helooked back in the direction of the
hauler. "Lieutenant Colonel Nolan was badly wounded, mortally by the look of it. Set up the perimeter
on minimum guard and bring the rest of our people back into camp. Well get this place cleaned up, get
everyone warmed up, then hold tight until sunrise.”

"What happens at sunrise?' Martin wanted to know.

Jensen looked up at the sky and took a deep breath. The air was cold, sharp, and tasted of ash and
burned rubber, but it was the best breeth he had ever taken in hislife. Silently shifting flowing waves of
green tinged with pink were visible through widening breaks in the clouds the aurora boredlis.

"Looks like the storm is passing. By the time the sun comes up, maybe well be able to raise help on the
radios. In any case, there are sure to be aerid patrols out to check on us."

"What happensthen, sr?' the Ranger inquired.

Jensen looked back at theirregular lump of ice that contained the body of the Ice Man. Nearby wasthe
frozen body of Nolan who, like Colond Kinnear, had made the ultimate sacrifice, and may well have
saved the planet. But there would be no ticker tape parade for these heroes. "I'm going to finish this
mission,” he declared, surprising himsdf with theintengty of hisresponse. "As planned, if not exactly on
schedule, that thing over there is going down to abunker in the U.S,, and the base up hereis going to be
shut down. If I'm reading the sSigns right, Sector Seven is going one hundred percent black. There won't
be any more overt military involvement, but if they'll let me | think I'll stick around.” He thought of
Kinnear, and Nolan, and what they had done. "I owe people.”



"Finishthemisson?' Martin exclaimed. "We were lucky just to make it through the night.”

Jensen laughed. "Come on, Sergeant. That's what we're paid to do. Finish the mission.” He gestured in
thedirection of the perimeter. "So let'sget toit, dl right?”'

The Ranger took a step back, saluted. "Asyou say, Sr." Then he and his companion hustled off to get the
rest of the fighters back into camp.

Bending, Jensen picked up hisrifle and dung it back over hisshoulder. A great deal needed to be done
before Operation Ice Man could get moving again, but he knew he could do it. He wanted to do it. He
had worked with the very best, and the idea of helping to see the project through appeaed to him now
more than ever. Appealed to him dmost as much as knowing that he was trading the cold of the Arctic
for the searing hesat of southern Nevada.

Give me coyotes and jackrabbits over seals and polar bears any day, he thought. Not to mention the
fact that the Russians were not likely to give Sector Seven any trouble once everything had been safely
relocated to aSite that was only a short drive south of LasVegas.

Nothing could ever threaten the project there, in the heart of the American Southwest.

Optimus Prime could see that Starscream had become obsessed with destroying the humans and their
ship. The Decepticons kept trying to disengage from battle even as Ratchet, Bumblebee, and Jazz
worked to presstheir advantage. In the meantime, he had his hands full keegping himself between
Starscream and the humans ship.

It would be better if theintrepid organics smply ceased maneuvering and settled on afixed position or
better yet |eft the areaentirely. Why they had not aready done so euded him, but he was too
preoccupied with Starscream to pause and engage them in conversation.

On the move once more, the human vessel began to circle to hisright. Detecting the change of direction,
Starscream tried to close the distance between them. Jumping on the sudden, unexpected opening,
Optimus accelerated swiftly, firing as rapidly as he could. Forced to respond, the Decepticon leader
atered course as he returned fire. The humansfdl back, safely out of range, and Optimus felt a sense of
relief passover him.

It was short-lived. His periodic area scan happened to fal on the Ark just asthe hangar bay doors blew
gpart and went flying out into space. A multilimbed, non-bipeda metallic shapewasjust visble at thetop
of the now gaping cavity.

Scorponok! How had the creature managed to sneak aboard the transport?
"Ratchet! Fal back and secure the Ark. Scorponok’s on the ship!”
"What!" a confused Ratchet responded. "How did he manage that?!

"Doesit matter?' Jazz blurted fretfully. "Get over there! I'll cover for you." While the quicker Autobot
engaged the other Decepticons with aferocious flurry of shots, Ratchet pulled awvay from Barricade and
headed for the ship.

A distracted Optimus managed to notice that the human vessd had at last circled dl the way behind
Star-scream. In dl likelihood their weapons would be useless againgt him while their reckless
repositioning would only ensure their rapid destruction.

"No!" hetried to tranamit to the smal ship. "Move back, getaway!"



Too late. The humans unleashed amodest salvo of smple, self-propelled projectile devices. These
missiles seemed to crawl across the firmament. Even had they been impelled by more advanced meansiit
was doubtful they would have had a chance to strike their intended target. Starscream was faster than
most of hiskind.

His scanners detected the primitive attack dmost immediately. Whirling, he let loose with his defensive
weaponry. Thelightning-fast barrage of plasma blasts obliterated the archaic projectiles before they got
anywhere near him.

"Irrationa animals,” the Decepticon leader murmured. ™Y ou have left your guardian too far avay.” He
was preparing to diminate the pesky organisms when aviolent scream broke over al communications
frequencies.

"Get off our ship!”

Spinning to assess the Situation, he saw that Ratchet had arrived in the hangar and grabbed Scorponok
by the intruder's dangerous metdl tail. A single powerful yank sent the startled Decepticon spinning away
from the Ark. Not satisfied with merdly removing him from the ship, Ratchet followed in hot pursuit,
wegpons blazing.

Scorponok struggled to control histrgectory. In aweightless environment he was virtualy helpless
without Blackout'said.

"Come back and fight!" Ratchet roared as he closed the distance between them.

Accderaing from the vicinity of the Nemesis, apartialy repaired Blackout hurriedly rushed to the rescue
of hisvulnerable symbiote. Optimus felt atouch of unavoidable pride as he watched Ratchet carry the
attack to the enemy. Turning, he prepared to engage Starscream once more.

He never completed the turn.

Astheleader of the Autobots had tried to keep track of Starscream, the movements of the defenseless
human vessdl, and Ratchet's pursuit of Scorponok, Bonecrusher had dipped in close enough to send his
long, piercing tail smashing through Optimuss left sde. Circuitry shut down, and there was the distinct
fed of metd splitting and twisting. Struggling to twist Sdeways he fought to line up awegpon on hisfoe,
or at least put himsdf in position to physicaly engage the Decepticon so he could not use hisimmensdy
powerful pincers.

| could be in trouble, he thought.
Then he saw Starscream starting to close the distance between them.

| amin trouble.

Starscream had just locked in on the human ship when that ridiculous mechanoid Ratchet surprised
Scorponok. Blackout had been telling the truth when he had claimed earlier that he had succeeded in
dipping the ferocious symbiont aboard the Ark. The devious multilimbed Decepticon had managed to do
some real damage before he himsalf had been surprised.

Scanning the entire field of battle, it struck Starscream that a golden opportunity had presented itself.

His attention focused on the suddenly endangered Ark, Optimus Prime had not seen Bonecrusher floating
up cautioudy beneath him. Somehow the huge Decepticon had managed to bresk away from the ongoing



fight with the other Autobots without his absence being noticed.
Over aclosed and coded frequency, Starscream snarled, " Take him, Bonecrusher.”

Without responding, the behemoth sengibly continued his steady approach until he wasin perfect
position. In the distance, Ratchet was teaching the unmaneuverable Scorponok alesson in humility.
Starscream saw Blackout leave the Nemesis asif hisinternas were on fire. All asideshow, Starscream
knew. What mattered was what was about to occur much closer to his present position.

Bonecrusher struck savagely and effectively, spearing Optimus Prime through his side armor. Letting out
acry of pain and surprise, the leader of the Autobots tried to turn to face this new enemy, but the huge
Decepticon had struck deep. Starscream was convinced that Optimus Prime's reign over the Autobots
was about to end once and for all.

Aligning hisweaponry, hetook careful aim. At thisrange and with his quarry otherwise occupied, there
was no way he could fail to strike alethal blow. He would make an effort not to destroy the head. It
would constitute afine trophy and an excellent reminder to al other Decepticons.

"Farewd |, Optimus Prime," he whispered to himsalf. "Time for Endspark.” He prepared to fire

just asthe missile smashed into his back. It should not have harmed him. It was too smple, too
primitive, too dow. The creatures who had built it were made not of resistant aloy and complex
composite but of water barely held together by afew aberrant sticky proteins. But there was nothing
dow about the chemical reaction the warhead unleashed or the effect this had on the sensorsin the lower
haf of hisbody.

Emitting a screech of outrage, Starscream whirled to face the human vessdl that, instead of continuing to
flee, had turned around to unexpectedly close the distance between them. Doing so had placed it within
easy reach of his own weapons. As soon as he completed histurn, he would annihilate them utterly.

Outrageoudy refusing to acknowledge this sdlf-evident fact, they had the temerity to fireat him again.

"Don't miss, Jake," Walker tersaly urged his copilot. "WEell probably only get one chance. We're lucky to
dill behereat dl."

"l just hope Craig got the coordinatesright." Thompson concentrated on instrumentation he never thought
he would have the opportunity to actudly utilize. "Otherwise dl werelikely to do ismake him mad.”

Avery laughed from his chair. "Hée's dready mad. For some reason, he hates uslike poison.”

Walker smiled humorlessy. "Thefeding's mutud. | had atoaster once that no matter how | adjusted it, it
burned the bread every time. Ended up kicking it clear across the kitchen." He nodded at Thompson.
"Let'sdo some serious kicking.”

From his seat Clarkson reported very quietly, "The wormholeis gone, Captain. Imploded, ismy guess.”
"Not likeit'sasurprise” Strange how little effect the engineer's news had on him, Walker mused.
"Then let'sredly make this count,” Thompson avowed. "I don't want to die out here for nothing.”
Walker reached over to squeeze hisfriend's shoulder, then turned to face the crew onelast time.

"None of usisdying for nothing. Were dying to make sure our whole world stays safe. | guessthat



makes us "
"Always wanted to be ahero,” Thompson finished for him ashefired thelast missile.
It struck the leader of the Decepticons precisaly at the point Clarkson had designated.

Looking on, Waker knew he had made the right choice. With the wormhole gone, humankind would be
safe. For awhile, anyway. He wanted to believe that, even as the massive alien spun around to face them
once more. His outraged screech reached them over the ship's open communications system. The tenor
of the shriek was such asto render the need for atrandation utterly moot.

He was mad.

He heard avoice praying softly in Latin. Turning, he saw Gonzalez murmuring to hersdf even asshe
continued to monitor the ship's communications instrumentation. Seeing him looking &t her, she paused to
gmilein hisdirection.

"Y ou did what you had to do, Captain. Y ou madetheright cal. I'm just glad | wasn't the one who had to
mekeit."

Walker closed hiseyes. He did not especialy want to see the final consequences of that call coming.

Starscream's prima metalic howl was sufficiently intense to make even Bonecrusher pause to see what
had happened. As helooked on, smal explosions continued to erupt from within the depths of the fiery
glow that had enveloped the Decepticon leader's lower body.

Optimus struggled to free himself, knowing as he did so that despite his efforts there was no way hewas
going to beintime. As he looked on helplesdy, the enraged Starscream unleashed everything in his
individua arsend. The humans never had achance. Their ship disintegrated under the barrage, obliterated
inabdl of iridescent flame.

With afina twist and heave Optimus managed to free himself from Bonecrusher'stail. Asthe huge
Decepticon reached for him, the leader of the Autobots flashed away, firing repeatedly to cover his
retreat. Given the damage he had suffered, he knew that if Bonecrusher came after him with help, a
second escape would prove far more difficult.

"Decepticons, withdraw!" The unexpected general call came from Starscream. "Bonecrusher, help me
back to the Nemesis."

Though heintercepted the transmission cleanly, at first Optimus refused to believeit. Theleader of the
Decepticonswas caling for aretrest just when the Autobots were al but beaten.

"Retreat?' Barricade exclaimed in disbdief. "Now?"

"Y es, you unperceiving dag heap,” Starscream responded swiftly. "Fall back! | haveincurred serious
damage and require immediate repair. Thisfight isover for now."

Optimus's scanners followed the gathering of Decepticons as they obediently turned and raced back
toward their ship. One by one he was soon rejoined by the other Autobots.

Ironhide's perceptors were a so tracking their fleeing enemies. "Do we go after them, Optimus?”’

"Now might be thetime," Jazz pointed out.



Turning, Optimus found himself scanning the last coordinates that had been occupied by the humans ship.
There was nothing there. The space that had formerly been filled by the humans and their vessel had been
replaced by arapidly expanding sphere of particulate matter whose smple component partsin no way
indicated the significance of the former whole. He shook his head. "No. We return to the Ark to continue
our quest for the Allspark.”

"They saved you, Optimus," Ratchet murmured. "1 saw it al. What fascinating, contradictory crestures.
They must have known that at that range Starscream would blow them to bits.”

"I'm certain they did,” Optimusreplied. "But they did it anyway. A demondtration of courage and sacrifice
unknown among organics. Perhaps perhaps we'll encounter their kind again one day."

"Who can say?' Jazz ventured. "We know they have come across Megatron. Maybe they've even got
the All-spark on their world, too!" He laughed at what surely was a completely ludicrous notion.

Optimus apparently found it less so. "If that isthe case," he declared somberly, "they didn't mentionit.
We can only hope that the same thoughts don't occur to Starscream.”

"Evenif they did," Ironhide remarked, "he wouldn't go there. He wants Megatron to remain lost and
forgotten, Optimus. Otherwise he doesn't remain leader of the Decepticons.”

Optimus stared at the retreating mechanoids, paying particular attention to how Bonecrusher was
assisting Starscream. The humans had made alasting impression on the leader of the Decepticons, too.
[ronhide's assessment notwithstanding, he wondered how long it would be before Starscream sought out
their world for the sake of vengeance. He was not one to forget what would be alasting insult.

"I have afeding, Ironhide, that helll be compelled to look for their home eventually. Let's get back to the
sip."

Asthey started toward the Ark, Jazz inquired, "Where do we go from here, Optimus?"

"For various reasons | would mysdif liketo visit the humans world. If Megatron is il there and il
immobilized, it would offer us an unprecedented opportunity to eliminate him once and for dl.” He
gestured toward the distant stars. "It'snot asif we are strangersto searching.”

The understatement prompted laughter from every one of his companions.

Safely back aboard the Ark, Optimus used the ship's powerful ranging instrumentation to follow the path
of the Nemesis until it engaged itsmain drive. It was of courseimpossible to discern what path they had
chosen. Such adetermination would have been immaterial evenif it could have been plotted, snceit was
agiven that the Decepticons would employ multiple course changes to conced their true intentions.

There was no avoiding the choice that lay before them, Optimus decided. He and his colleagueswould
have to find the humans world Earth, they had called it. And they had to find it before the Decepticons.
Knowing Starscream's nature as he did, he knew that if the leader of the Decepticons found that
inoffensive planet firgt, he and his callous cohorts would wresak aterrible vengeance on its populace for
the affront he had suffered at the hands of afew of their kind. To do lessthan prevent that from
happening would be to refute dl that made him and hisfriends Autobots, and everything that had led to
him being designated Prime.

Asthe humans had proven beyond doubt, Size wasn't everything.

He sghed internally. Though Jazz had voiced the thought in jest, it was not out of the relm of possibility
that in addition to Megatron, the Allspark had also fetched up on the humans world. The universe was



full of stranger coincidences. What e se, after dl, would have drawn Megatron to such aprimitive,
out-of-the-way place? He pondered Megatron and the Allspark, together on the same world. Not a
good thought, even if the former was powerless and the latter, unrecognized. Y es, he and his companions
would definitely have to seek out the unfamiliar world that was home to the surprisng humans. Besides, it
was aslikdly aplaceto find the Allspark as any other uncharted system. Unhappily, the same thoughts
would doubtless occur to Starscream; if not immediately, then while he was recovering from hisinjuries.

In the interim, this corner of the galaxy would see peace of a sort. Optimus knew it would not last
forever.

Aslong as Autobots and Decepticons vied for control of the Allspark, it never could.
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