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PROLOGUE
17,000 B.C.

The tiger was faster than its pursuers. It was stronger,
quicker, and far more deadly. Hunting alone, it could
take down prey that was considerably larger than it-
self. But still it ran. Because it had learned that the
slower, weaker, feebler creatures now close on its trail
could kill its kind. They had done so often within the
realm of the tiger’s memory. If they could, they would
do so again, eager to claim its pelt and teeth and
claws. They represented by far the most lethal threat
to the tiger’s domain and dominance that it had ever
encountered.

Until now.

The men pursuing the big cat breathed steadily and
evenly. Each was an experienced hunter, each eager to
be the one to deliver the final blow or ultimate spear
thrust. They knew well the tiger’s ways. Knew all its
tricks, its favorite hiding places, which trail it was most
likely to take in its increasingly futile attempt to es-
cape their hand-hewn weapons of obsidian and bone.
They would run it to ground or corner it against the

shore of the sea, kill it, and claim its strength as their
own. They were the masters of the land in which they
lived. Nothing could stand against them—not tiger,
lion, or even the great elephant. Nothing could . . .
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Fifty tons of metal terminating in a broad, gleam-
ing foot came crashing down between the hunting
party and its quarry. |

To their credit, none of the intrepid hunters fainted.
They did not retreat, either, but that was because they
were paralyzed by the vision that had appeared be-
fore them. Blissfully indifferent to the complications
imposed by the first stirrings of complex thought that
now atflicted the hunters, and therefore spared any
need to ponder the reason behind the cessation of
their pursuit, the relieved tiger plunged down into a
small arroyo and made good its escape.

The hunters were not so lucky. It was immediately
evident that they were in the presence of a god. Their
tribal pantheon made room for many gods. There
was the god of the hunt, who had plainly chosen to
abandon them. There was the god of good weather,
who allowed them to track and follow the prey ani-
mals that sustained their people. There were gods of
clean water and spring berries and fish and female fe-
cundity. But this god was new to them.

Eight times the height of a man, it towered above
the tallest in their party. The god was roughly man-
shaped, with two arms, two legs, and a head. But
there any similarities ended. It was made not of flesh
but of a bright, shiny substance, fragments of which
the tribesmen occasionally encountered in broken
rock or stream pebbles. Instead of being curved and
soft like a person, the god was all flat lines and hard
surfaces. And its eyes . . . its eyes . . .

The intent look with which it was now regarding
them was not warm.

Though their concept and command of language
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was rudimentary, to a man the hunters knew what
they had to do. As one, and without a sign from their
leader, they fell to their knees and pressed their fore-
heads to the earth in supplication. The enormous
metal shape standing over them regarded this action
with an indifference that bordered on contempt.
Since the creatures showed no sign of moving, in the
interest of accumulating an additional bit of informa-
tion about the world on which it found itself, it bent
over and picked one of them up.

Too shocked to faint, the unfortunate hunter, who
found himself held tightly in metal fingers and lifted
high, was now too frightened to slump into the uncon-
sciousness he so desperately sought. Instead, he was
brought close to a face that was an angular caricature
of his own. Where human eyes should have been was
a pair of enormous flat spaces that glowed like the
sky at sunset after a heavy rain. Their color and as-
pect were anything but reassuring. The man squirmed
slightly but could not free himself. On the ground
below, his terrified companions tried to bury their
faces in the mud and prayed they would be ignored.

The metal giant examined the specimen of local
bipedal life with the same advanced probing instru-
ment it had utilized to record the makeup of every-
thing from trees to fish—and with the same lack of
emotion or empathy. Big insect, small insect—this
world was overflowing with them. It duly noted the
specimen’s heart rate, body temperature, weight,
chemical composition, and other characteristics. The
thing in its grasp was alive, a biological entity not dis-
similar from the thousands of others whose makeup
the giant had already noted and recorded. Placing this
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newest organism in the appropriate category of na-
tive bioforms, the giant unclenched his fingers, turned,
and strode off in the direction of the rising sun. Dur-

ing the entire episode, it had not uttered a sound or
indicated in any way that it recognized its captive and
his frightened companions as any more intelligent
than the field mice that fled from its gigantic feet—or,
for that matter, the rocks that were crushed beneath
its great weight.

Falling from a height of some forty feet, the freed
hunter hit the ground hard. The impact stunned him,
but with the aid of his fellows he was able to stand on
his own two feet. Their small stature notwithstand-
ing, men who hunted tigers and elephants and ante-
lope were as tough as they were wiry. Much grunting
and gesticulating ensued until the leader of the small
band growled for them to be quiet.

In the silence that followed, a new sound became
audible. The giant was unlike anything they had
ever seen. This noise was unlike anything they had ever
heard. By dint of gestures and protowords, several
members of the group indicated that no matter what
their leader ordered, they were returning to the com-
munal cave as fast as their feet would carry them. The
leader did not try to stop them.

The same curiosity that had elevated his kind to
their present level of dominance drove the leader and
several of his companions to investigate the source of
the strange new noises. Though the indifferent god
had left them, his enormous strides carrying him over
a ridge and out of sight, the hunters picked their way
carefully. Outstanding trackers, they had no difficulty
tollowing the sound to its source. What they saw
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when they finally peered over the rim of the bluff on
which they were walking and into the canyon below
stunned them almost as much as their encounter with
the metal god.

The canyon was full of smaller gods. Though dit-
fering in size and shape from the giant who had inter-
rupted the chase, their appearance was sufficiently
similar to that terrifying entity for the relatmnshlp to
be unmistakable.

Among the old men of the tribe who could no
longer participate in the strenuous activity demanded
by a hunt was one who had mastered the ability to
make small baskets out of dried reeds the women col-
lected from the shore of a shallow lake. He had
taught this valuable skill to others, and now teenage
children and women with deft fingers helped in the
making of the useful baskets. Confronted by a sight
outside their experience and for which they had no
other frame of reference, the crouching hunters could
only conclude that the small gods, under the supervi-
sion of the big one, were weaving the most elaborate
basket they had ever seen. And they were making it not
from dried reeds, but out of bits and slabs of shiny rock
not unlike themselves. The basket was huge, glisten-
ing, and tapered to a high point. They could not begin
to imagine what its purpose might be. It certainly was
not meant to hold dried fish or freshly gathered fruits.
The mere look of it frightened them, though they
could not have said why this should be so.

Keeping under cover, they observed the activity for
much of the remainder of the day. Since neither the
big god nor his smaller minions came toward them,
the hunters were convinced that they remained undis-
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covered in their hiding place atop the bluff. This was
not the case. Every one of the machines was aware of
their presence. The machines also noted the occa-

sional appearance of birds in the sky, small mammals
scurrying in the underbrush, and beetles and other
bugs underfoot. Since none of these native organic

creatures interfered with their work, they paid them
no heed.

The bold hunters on the bluff would have been dis-
comfited to learn that in the hierarchy of possible
threats to the work being conducted below them,
they ranked no higher than the worms and consider-
ably lower than a pack of wandering wild dogs.




IV

Despite rampant, not to say runaway, development
in the course of the preceding decades, the sprawling
megalopolis of Shanghai still boasted areas that could
be relatively dark and quiet—especially after ten at
night. Even in bustling modern China, not all enter-
prises operated around the clock. Not every commer-
cial venture burned power by keeping its lights on
when the last shift had left for the day. The outskirts
of the business park that was home to assorted heavy
industries was nearly silent. A minimum of lights
pushed against the darkness at an assortment of loca-
tions where such illumination was deemed necessary
for security reasons.

A sizable chunk of the ancient city had sacrificed its
homes and alleys, its noodle shops and kiosks, to
make way for the extensive industrial compound. A
few of the old neighborhoods still clung to its tringes,
saved from demolition when the developers’ vora-
cious appetite for land had finally been sated. Most
of those who dwelled within the surviving houses

counted themselves fortunate. Their homes had been
spared, the living was cheap, and they had benefited
from good jobs in the factories while being spared the
need for an expensive commute. Their preserved hu-



8 Alan Dean Foster

tong was safe, too. Spillover from the advanced secu-
rity that protected the commercial development kept
thieves and vandals away from their homes.

In the absence of the delivery trucks that rumbled
to and from the industrial complex throughout the
day, the surrounding streets were comparatively
quiet. Exhausted workers slept, while behind closed
doors and windows those who could not rest parked
themselves in front of garrulous televisions or plied
the Internet. Young lovers stole moments of Intimacy
where they could in a city where privacy was among
the scarcer commodities. Elders contemplated how
much their lives had changed in the preceding de-
cades, much as elders have done since the time when
their predecessors prowled for food in fields and jun-
gles instead of massive grocery stores.

A nomadic distributor of such food was presently
plying its lonely way among the district’s deserted
streets and avenues. The ice-cream truck was squat
and battered, and had visibly been heavily used. Its
bells tinkled an oddly familiar melody while the in-
tensity with which its headlights illuminated the sur-
rounding streets and structures suggested hidden
power quite out of keeping with its scruffy external
appearance. Equally iconoclastic was the English-
language sticker that decorated part of the truck’s
rear bumper: |

DECEPTICONS—SUCK MY POPSICLE

Out of the darkness a trio of powerful motorcycles
came thundering. Their leather-clad female riders
were beautiful, alluring, and as alike as identical
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triplets. Occasionally their outlines wavered like the
advanced holograms they were. Though not real,
they were all part and parcel of the single entity to
which they belonged.

The lateness of the hour neither inhibited the two
children who came running after the ice-cream truck
nor diminished their desire for its produce. Waving
yuan, the boy and girl tried desperately to intercept it.
Short legs being no match for large tires, they were
too late. Despite their imploring shouts they rapidly
fell behind, slowed, and finally came to a discouraged
and disappointed stop. Then the truck abruptly halted,
turned, and with headlights dimmed came straight
toward them.

Brother and sister, too startled to get out of the
way, could only stare as the truck bore down on
them. In the absence of an adult to snatch them up
and carry them to safety, scream at them to run, or
deliver any other instruction, they stood dumbly in
the middle of the street and gaped at the oncoming
vehicle. At the last possible instant the truck did the
impossible: it split perfectly in half. As if mounted on
individual gyroscopes, each section sped past the par-
alyzed children, one on each side. Whirling around to
maintain eye contact, brother and sister became si-
multaneously aware of two subsidiary impossibilities.
The more obvious one was that the two halves of the
ice-cream truck had rejoined to once more become
one. The other was that it had left in its wake a small
mountain of Popsicles, Dreamsicles, drumsticks, and
other frozen treats both imported and domestic. In-
stantly putting aside all thought of the magical vehi-
cle that had nearly run them down, the delighted
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children piled into the stack of frozen treats with an
enthusiasm that would have done their physical edu-
cation instructors proud.

On another street, a speeding black semi was in the
process of disgorging contents of a very different
kind. No treats these, frozen or otherwise. The small
Hummers it unloaded carried men clad in full hazmat
gear. In addition to their protective clothing they bore
a variety of cutting-edge search-and-seek instrumen-
tation. They also packed weaponry designed to deal
with whatever their searching might find. Their ex-
pressions matched their gear and reflected their deter-
mination.

Ice-cream-seeking children aside, the industrial
complex was a hive of uncharacteristic nocturnal ac-
tivity. Blackhawk choppers had joined the rapidly de-
ploying hazmat teams and began to circle the district.
They were backed up by Cobra gunships. Bigger
copters of Russian design mounting heavier weapons
formed still another line of aerial defense.

No shots were fired. No disinfecting elements were
deployed. The increasing number of weapons-
wielding arrivals worked in silence, searching for . . .
targets. The men and women of several squads began
to slip out of their bulky hazmat suits. The insignia
on their uniforms identified them not as waste work-
ers but as soldiers.

One such group preparing to exit a rapidly de-
scending chopper, was led by a somber-faced major
who was better prepared than anyone else in the area
to deal with the unknown possibilities it currently
presented. Better prepared, that is, except for the
master sergeant crouched beside him. As always, Epps
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had his iPod with him, but for once it was tucked
away in a secured pocket. There was a time and a
place for swaying to the music, and this particular
night in industrial Shanghai was neither. Like Major
William Lennox, the sergeant was all business. Be-
hind them, highly trained troops readied themselves
to follow the pair’s lead. Though they had been well
briefed and given some idea what they might expect
to encounter, all of them knew they would have to
rely on the expertise of the two battle-hardened
Americans.

Reaching up, Lennox gently repositioned his light-
weight headset. “Break, all stations, this net: cordon
and search. People’s Republic has put out an appro-
priate cover story, so the area should be clear of civil-
ians. “Toxic spill’—had to evac the district for search
and rescue. That’s us, *cept for the ‘rescue’ part. Don’t
need to restate how important this is—and how in all
probability dangerous. Six sightings in eight months;
gotta make sure this one does not get out in the pub-
lic eye. *Specially after Rome. So keep it tight and let’s
make this operation as clean as possible.”

The chopper’s skids made a grinding sound as they
touched down on the thick concrete.

“All right, everybody—let’s rock.”

Led by Lennox and Epps, the troops poured out of
the copter and quickly spread out, keeping in contact
while seeking cover. No one spoke. There was noth-
ing more to be said, and any communication would
come from their commanding officer and his assisting
noncom.

Flipping the visor of his advanced headgear down
over his eyes, Epps hastily activated its integrated ra-
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diation tracker. The heads-up display showed him
what he expected to find, in spades.
“Lotta interference on this one,” he muttered to

the man standing alongside him. “Gamma signature’s
at four bars.”

“Four?” Lennox added something under his breath.
“You gotta be kidding me. That’s not what we came
for.”

Behind them, one of the team members offered his
own assessment. “FEither it’s cloaking its signal, like
in Rome, or we’re getting echoes off all this heavy
metal.” WS

Lennox nodded, pondering. Reaching a decision,
he whispered sharply into his headset’s pickup. “Tell
our four-by-four friend that he’s clear.”

A moment later another black truck appeared. A
second squad of experienced soldiers scrambled out,
the last one getting off just as the vehicle began to
change shape. Bending, folding, rising into the night
sky, it assumed the form of a familiar silhouette,
scarred but unbowed. Taking a step forward, it
crouched down wordlessly behind Epps and Lennox,
looming over them. Neither man was intimidated by
its proximity.

Quite the contrary.

Turning, Epps favored the new arrival with a wel-
coming nod. The metal giant responded with a slow
nod of its own. Epps grinned knowingly.

“Let’s kick some alien ass.”

Lennox’s tone was disapproving. “Epps, you’re
getting cocky.”

The sergeant shrugged diffidently. “Sir, that’s just
me, dealing with my fears about some classified, vio-
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lent, otherworldly predator. Each of us has our own
way of preparing for these encounters. Me, I like to
get a little confrontational.” His tone turned serious.
“Isn’t like I don’t know what’s coming.”

Lennox started to say something, then just nodded
tersely. Looking up and past the noncom, he regarded
the metal shape that now blocked out much of the
night sky behind them.

“Ironhide, we’ve got echoes. Steel stacks, two
o’clock.”

The huge Autobot was peering past the much
smaller humans, probing with sensors far more ad-
vanced than anything they possessed. “He’s here,”
the giant murmured softly. “He’s close.”

- “Then let’s make sure he doesn’t get far.” Raising

an arm, Lennox gestured at the squad assembled
behind him. “Move out.”

Spreading out around the straightening, silent Au-
tobot, the soldiers brought to mind ancient Car-
thaginian warriors flanking one of Hannibal’s war
elephants. Each man was prepared to defend himself
but also to operate in support of the far more power-
ful giant in their midst. Though the electronic eyes
and sensors that were part of their gear were greatly
inferior to Ironhide’s own, the Autobot could not in-
vestigate every place at once. At such times an aggre-
gation of humans proved invaluable, able to provide
a plethora of supplementary search capacity. When
even a second or two of additional warning about
an incoming attack or possible ambush could prove
decisive, an extra pair of simple organic eyes was al-
ways welcome on the perimeter.

This tactical methodology, involving humans oper-
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ating directly alongside their Autobot allies, soon
proved its worth. It was one of the human soldiers

whose instrumentation first intercepted the revealing
undulation. Halting, he lifted a warning hand.

“Thermal ripple, three o’clock.”

Instantly, every man in the group stopped in his
tracks and turned detection equipment and weapons
in the indicated direction. So did Ironhide, who had
learned the benefit of having a multitude of human
scouts. Silently, he broadcast an alert of his own.

“Sideswipe, deploy . . .”

The corvette that shot down the ramp protruding
from the rear of another semitruck seemed utterly out
of place among the swiftly dispersing soldiers and
their prosaic military vehicles—until it shifted shape
into that of a particularly sleek Autobot armed not
only with guns but also with a variety of Cybertron-
1an swords. As Sideswipe rushed to take up position,
Ironhide was already issuing his second order.

“Arcee, guard flanks.”

The triplets riding identical motorcycles rezzed
once, twice, and winked out. The disguise they pre-
sented had become superfluous as the Autobot al-
tered, changing into her multiple yet integrated
shape. Three single-wheeled killing machines now ad-
vanced where the cycles and their simulated riders
had formerly idled. As befitted Arcee’s personality
and in contrast to her fellow Autobots, both the voice
and the aspect of the tripartite Cybertronian em-
anated a decidedly nonmasculine cast—though her
words were anything but feminine.

“Locked and loaded, Tronhide.”

Deep within the complex, Ironhide advanced cau-
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tiously, flanked on both sides by alert and ready hu-
mans.

He’s close, he thought to himself. Truly close. But
where? If their target was cloaking, he was doing an
exceptional job of concealing his presence. If not for
his own unique detection gear and that which had
been devised by the humans, no one would suspect
that anything boasting an offworld origin was any-
where in the vicinity. Surely their target must know
by now that he was being stalked. Yet the nearer pur-
suit drew, the tighter their quarry’s cover seemed to
become.

Where in the name of the Allspark was he hiding?

A sound followed, motorized and moving fast.
Raising both arms, Ironhide turned in the direction of

the rising noise. If it was to be a straightforward,
head-on attack, then he needed to . . .

He sighed and lowered his weapons as the ice-
cream truck came skidding around a corner.

He shook his head. “Twins, just . . . #ry and stay
out of trouble. Watch the big boys—and learn.”
He looked around, searching the silent, dark human
industrial complex. “This is no place for improvisa-
tion.”

Obediently, the truck puttered to a stop. The tin-
kling musical tune it had been emitting switched off.
As the two Autobots, one huge and experienced, the
other smaller and new to the conflict, regarded each

other, the human soldiers kept advancing. Detectors
were signaling like mad as the squad closed in around
a massive earthmover parked behind stacks of large-
diameter concrete water pipes. The presence of knee-
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high weeds suggested that the area had not been dis-
turbed in some time. Still . . .

The audible blip-blip of the tracker integrated into
Lennox’s headgear was firing away at his conscious-
ness like the drum machines that seemed to underlie
half the music Epps favored. Something was causing
the device to go crazy. But there was nothing here.
Nothing but the earthmover, which gave not the
slightest indication it was anything but a standard
construction machine.

Something wasn’t right. The earthmover was
clearly not a Decepticon. Sitting in front of them
squat, unmoving, and devoid of a single revealing in-
dicator, it simply could ot be a Decepticon.

But, he realized abruptly, it could be something
else. He took a sudden step backward.

“It’s a reflection. A diversion!” Whirling, he found
himself confronted by . . .

. . . a couple of local children. Their eyes were wide,
their expressions curious, and their hands full of
rapidly melting frozen treats. Turning to a couple of
nearby soldiers, Lennox spoke through clenched teeth.

“Guys, I ordered this district locked down. Get
these kids outta h . . .”

Too late.

Enormous cement pipes were heaved aside as the
actual earthmover whose duplicated image had drawn
the soldiers’ attention changed shape and came at
them from an entirely different direction. Men dove
tor cover. Not all made it as crashing pipes were joined
by the irresistible mass of the Decepticon known as
Demolisher. Firing as they retreated, the squad scat-
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tered while Lennox swept up the stunned children
and hustled them to safety.

Rising and roaring in the midst of the open area,
Demolisher struck out with his own weapons as the
soldiers poured fire in his direction, spraying the
enormous Decepticon with everything from sabot-
tipped stinger missiles to portable SAMs. Rocking
and rolling, it slammed into the steel beams behind
which individual troops had taken cover, smashing
the posts aside as if they were toothpicks. Screams
and shouts punctuated the barrage of fire and the
flurry of explosions as the men fought back..

A second massive shape came barreling out of the
darkness, slamming into the Decepticon and knock-
ing him off-balance. As Ironhide locked with Demol-
isher the frenzied barrage of human-directed fire
slowed, the soldiers afraid to chance hitting their ally.
With Ironhide clinging to his back, the Decepticon
spun madly on his massive wheels, trying to throw
him off.

As the pair whipped in wild circles, sending con-
struction material flying dangerously in all directions,
a third shape came powering out from the place
- where Demolisher had been hiding. Lennox got a line
on it as it shot past him without even bothering to
send covering fire in the humans’ direction. Encased
in the shape of a sleek European sports car, the De-
cepticon Sideways sped from the scene as fast as his

engine and wheels could carry him. Such determined
maintenance of its terrestrial guise indicated that he
was intent not on fighting back as much as he was on
preserving himself. Fighting could come later.
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Right now, the smaller Decepticon’s objective was
escape.

Peering out from behind a still-standing steel beam,
Lennox barked into his pickup. “Eagle niner, we’ve
got multiple Decepticons! Track ’em—don’t let ’em
get away!” Not far away, Epps was shouting into his
own pickup as he leaned over a moaning soldier
whose legs were pinned beneath a chunk of broken
concrete.

“Team members down, need medevac 7ow!”

High overhead, helicopter gunships that had been
patrolling the fringe of the search area began to close
an aerial ring, tightening their range on the search.
Keeping to as much cover as possible, Sideways tore
through narrow alleys and beneath unfinished factory
ceilings, all the while seeking a clear, clean exit from
the scene of battle. Skidding sharply around a cor-
ner, he emerged into an area of open unguarded sky
and accelerated. He had not much farther to g0 before
it would find himself in among more densely human-
populated areas. There, his sleek but unexceptional
shape would allow it to slow, blending in invisibly
with the rest of the nocturnal human vehicular traffic.
Not only would the Autobots be unable to follow
him, but even if one spotted his presence it would not
fire in the presence of so many humans and . . .

There was a vehicle on his tail—a peculiar sort of
blocky, unaerodynamic vehicle, brightly colored and
much faster than his silhouette suggested. Sideways
skidded around a steep curve, then angled sharply to
his right, shooting down a much narrower roadway.
His pursuer followed, but was ultimately too wide
to negotiate the alley. Crashing, it split in two, each
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half rolling until it came to a halt. Pleased, Sideways
roared onward, leaving the ill-considered pursuit in
his wake.

Changing shape, the pair of identical seven-foot-
tall bipeds that had comprised the ice-cream truck de-
scended into argument and recrimination, shouting at
each other via a series of electronic hums, buzzes, and
squeals no human could understand. Responding to
an especially pointed expletive, one half promptly
punched the other, knocking it flat. By the time the
struck half hit the ground, Sideways was already out
of sight.

Ignoring them, the three sections that comprised
Arcee came roaring around a corner to take off up the
alley. Though no faster than the Decepticon they pur-
sued, they were far more agile.

They caught up to the fleeing enemy as he turned
‘down still another alleyway. Unfortunately, this one
dead-ended in an ancient brick wall—one of several
that marked the border of the industrial park and sig-
naled a return to one of the district’s original residential
neighborhoods. Recognizing the barrier ahead, instead
of slowing, Sideways accelerated—and changed shape.

Bursting through the brick, the Decepticon tore
through the living room of a small house and ex-
ploded out through the far wall, changing back into
his nimble terrestrial guise as he did so. One, two,
three, Arcee shot single file through the ruined living
area, closing on her quarry. Finally acquiring a clean
line of sight, she opened fire on the fleeing target.
Armor-piercing rounds tore into Sideways’s steel
skin, tearing off bits and pieces and slowing him. As
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soon as they drew close enough, the trio leaped on
top of the wildly skewing vehicle.

That was enough for the frustrated Decepticon,
Recognizing that at this point there was no way he
was going to be able to slip unobtrusively into the
still-distant flow of nighttime human traffic, he spun
sharply. All three components of Arcee were flung off
to smash into a nearby shuttered storefront. As glass
and cement crumbled around them, the Decepticon
shifted into his natural shape and brought his heavy
weapons to bear, letting loose rapid-fire bursts in the
direction of his unrelenting pursuers.

In a trice, Arcee’s parts leaped acrobatically, com-
bining into a single tall shape to return the Decepti-
con’s fire. Not only was their new configuration more
difficult to hit with weapons’ fire, it also allowed
them to shoot down at the cornered Decepticon. Be-
fore he could properly align his guns a new shape
slammed into him from another side. Swinging one of
his swords, Sideswipe slashed at Sideways, taking one
of his legs out from under him. Lennox and his squad
arrived just in time to see the target go down. Having
lived through several similar seemingly optimistic sce-
narios only to see them turn nearly fatal, the major
was not inclined to lie back and relax.

“Spread out! Triangulate your fire—pin him down!”

Confirming Lennox’s caution, the cornered Decep-
ticon let loose with a pulse blast from his primary
weapon. Exploding outward, a bubble of highly com-
pressed air rippled down the side street Sideways had
just vacated. As the squad tried to avoid it, several of
them were picked up, thrown forward by the force of
the compression, and slammed into a flanking wall.
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As far as the Decepticon was concerned, the injured
humans represented only collateral damage. The
pulse had not been aimed at them: the intent had been
to take out the onrushing Sideswipe.

It failed.

Charging straight toward the target, Sideswipe
demonstrated the agility for which he was famed.
Leaping into the air at the last possible instant, the al-
tered Autobot soared over a second pulse blast,
landed with grace suggestive of a cross between a
prima ballerina and a twenty-ton battle tank, and re-
turned the Decepticon’s fire. Moving to grapple with
his attacker, Sideways found himself distracted by re-
peated sabot fire from the surviving humans. Several
shells struck at weak points. They failed to bring the
enraged Decepticon down, but they succeeded in
slowing his reactions and forcing him to contend with
damaging fire from multiple directions at once.

It was enough to allow Sideswipe to skate in be-
neath Sideways’s weapons. Forcefully, the Autobot
took his enemy’s legs out from under him and flipped
him into the air. Sideways was still firing as he came
down—right onto one of Sideswipe’s sword arms.
The sharpened metal pierced the Decepticon’s neck
from front to back.

As their quarry writhed on the pinioning blade,
Lennox was able to steal enough time to study his
battlefield readout. What he saw made the hair on the
back of his neck stand up.

“Air support!” he yelled into the unit’s pickup. “Be
advised—we’ve got one of ’em down and cornered.
But secondary target is headed for the quarantine
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perimeter. Do not let it get past! Repeat, interdict sec-
ondary target at all costs!”

Grimly, he put away the readout and returned to
the clash at hand. He could not be everywhere at
once. The fight with Sideways was in hand and had
been appropriately proscribed, but if Demolisher
broke out of the containment area in the industrial
zone, even at this hour of the night it would be diff-
cult to keep the encounter under wraps in spite of the
cautions that had been imposed on the local media. If
anyone could keep the ongoing firefight under con-
trol, it was Epps.

At the moment, however, the sergeant was more
concerned with avoiding the cloud of flying shrapnel
that surrounded the other fleeing Decepticon. Some
of it was a consequence of the fast-moving enemy’s
own heavy fire, while the rest was being generated by
the clutch of Eagle gunships that were pouring fire on
the target from above. Their shells did not appear to
be having much effect on the heavily armored Decep-
ticon.

As Epps looked on, trying to shoot and maintain
cover at the same time, Demolisher leaped up onto an
empty rail trestle. Did the Decepticon realize that the
tracks offered a direct route not only out of the indus-
trial zone but the quarantine area as well? I s0, they
needed to stop him, and stop him fast. Ducking back
behind cover, Epps pulled his own battlefield com
unit.

“He’s found the rail access! Chopper fire’s not
slowing him enough and those of us on the ground
might as well be throwing spitwads! We need some-
thing heavy over here!”
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Fortunately, “heavy” was already on its way.

For such a big aircraft, the C-17 was surprisingly
maneuverable. The few citizens out and about in the
darkness who saw it come over low and slow paid it
no special heed. Low-flying military and cargo air-
craft were constantly shuttling in and out of the great
city’s airports at altitudes that would never be toler-
ated elsewhere. They ignored the big jet’s thunder and
went about their business. Doubtless it was coming 1in
for a landing to disgorge some special cargo.

None of them had any idea just how special.

As the massive rear cargo door opened, exposing
the interior of the aircraft to the gleaming lights of the
city below, the jumpmaster checked his safety harness
as he edged toward the windswept opening. He was
waiting for control confirmation from his pilot. The
instant he received word, he turned and yelled.

“Drop zone—go, go, go!”

It did not bother him that there was no one else in
the expansive cargo hold to hear the command. That
is, no other human.

Certainly there was no driver in the cab of the
gleaming blue, flame-decorated semitruck that roared
past him and out of the hold. As the truck plunged
orillfirst toward the ground below, it began to change
in midair. Three oversize parachutes popped open,
each bearing a symbol familiar only to a select coterie
of humans—and to the autonomous robotic life-forms
it identified.

Landing softly, Optimus Prime immediately shifted
back to his terrestrial guise to charge off in pursuit of
the fleeing Demolisher. He did not even need to utilize
his own perceptors to locate the ferocious Decepti-
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con. All that was necessary was to lock in on the flock
of choppers that were pouring fire, most of it futile,

into a far corner of the industrial complex.

With every exit seemingly blocked and Autobots as
well as hordes of irritating humans in pursuit, Demol-
isher searched for a possible way out. One presented
itself in the form of an overpass. Leaving the train
tracks, the massive Decepticon pivoted on a single
massive wheel and flipped end-over-end to land on
another roadway. As he rolled toward the City proper
and potential freedom, the huge metal wheels that
provided his terrestrial appellation crushed car after
unlucky car,

He failed to identify the big semitruck that was trav-
eling on another overpass and approaching from the
opposite direction until it was too late. As Optimus pre-
pared to hit the Decepticon from above, Demolisher
burst upward to smash completely through the over-
pass bridge. The head-on assault neither slowed nor in-
jured the leader of the Autobots. Changing shape, he
leaped out and down to land hard on Demolisher’s
neck. The big Decepticon slowed but did not stop.

That changed when Ironhide arrived. Sliding be-
neath the Decepticon’s massive frame, the venerable
warrior took out one of his foe’s wheels even as he
grabbed on to the wildly swinging, hard-fighting
enemy. Assailed from both sides by a pair of Auto-
bots, even a Decepticon as powerful as Demolisher
had only a slim chance of escape.

When those two Autobots were Ironhide and Opti-
mus Prime, he had no chance at all.

Wobbling from side to side as he fought to main-
tain his balance while fighting back, Demolisher fi-
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nally collapsed under the relentless dual attack. He
crashed to a halt on his side, then made a few final
useless thrusts upward until his spark flickered for the
last time. Ready to shoot or lash out again should it
prove necessary to strike one more blow, Optimus
came closer. There wasn’t much left of Demolisher’s
face. The rest of him had been reduced to scrap by the
two Autobots’ unrelenting assault. Gazing up at the
one who had vanquished him, no longer able to shoot -
or strike back physically, Demolisher’s last act of de-
fiance took the form of sputtering, barely intelligible,
and ultimately cryptic words.

“This is not your planet to rule . . . The Fallen—the
Fallen...shall rise...again...”

The last glimmering of Demolisher’s spark flashed
once, twice, and then went dark. Forever, Optimus
determined after a quick check of the motionless
body. The great mass of metal lying before him now
represented one more deluded Decepticon who
would never again threaten the Autobots, the hu-
mans, or the enduring peace that Optimus and his
brethren were fighting to bring to two worlds. His in-
ternal systems ran through the electronic equivalent
of a resigned sigh as he turned to check on Ironhide.

There were too many times when the war seemed
never-ending.



IV

Underwear. Among the interminable problems of
life, underwear was one that never went away. More
specifically, it posed the great question that forever
confronts every traveler: do I take more and wash
less, or take less and wash more?

After helping save the world and coming within a
poodle’s coiffed hair of losing his life in the process,
Sam Witwicky was more than content to contemplate
his overstuffed suitcase and debate matters of consid-
erably less import. Unable to resolve the momentous
sticking point, he finally grabbed as many pairs of
shorts as he could comfortably hold in both hands
and shoved them into whatever corners inside the
suitcase were still available. He was packing for col-
lege, after all, and while he could not begin to imag-
ine how he might do academically, he could at least
prepare as best he could to survive socially. Which
meant having a modicum of clean underwear always
on'hand. Or rather, he thought as he tried to close the
overfull suitcase, on butt.

Did Einstein, while he was at Princeton, ever have
to do his own underwear? Sam wondered. Such pro-
found reflection gave new meaning to the term
“string theory.” He shoved down hard on the suitcase
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with both hands. Trying to get the latches on a suit-
case to line up with their receiving slots was an engi-
neering problem with which mankind continued to
struggle, something akin to successfully docking a
spacecraft with an orbiting station. As Sam wrestled
with the luggage, the voice of the CNN reporter
speaking from the nearby TV drew his attention
away from the frustrating work.

« .. Congress placed responsibility squarely on the
secretive multinational tech giant Massive Dynam-
ics.”

“Massive Dynamics.” At least someone was think-
ing with more than half a brain, Sam decided. The
government’s dissemblers had come up with a com-
pany name that suggested that it might manufacture
anything from supertankers to swizzle sticks. The TV
documentary switched to file video of recent congres-
sional hearings.

« . And this ‘Automated Defense Initiative’—can
you explain the program’s purpose?” The congress-
man from Texas was plainly trying to contain his
anger and frustration,

Not so the corporate representative for “Massive
Dynamics,” who replied with admirable composure.
“We were building remote-operated, unmanned vehi-
cles and other machines designed to evacuate and
protect—I must emphasize protect—civilians in war
zones. As you know, our government as well as oth-
ers is always looking for ways to defend against large-
scale terrorist attacks. Doing so requires the kind of
mechanical ingenuity and technical development that
can only be called cutting-edge. In order for new de-
fense technology to respond as rapidly as possible to
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unforeseen situations of possibly cataclysmic scope, it
I1s necessary that a certain amount of independence of
action be integrated into the resulting equipment,”

“Yet,” the congressman continued relentlessly, “it
was this ‘independence of action’ that resulted in an
excessive amount of destruction when the technology
you're referring to malfunctioned.”

The “company” representative smiled vacuously.
“We regret the damage incurred. One has to keep in
mind that the technology being developed was de-
signed to counter and prevent the kind of massive ter-
rorist attack we never want to see again afflict this
country. Countering that degree of incursion de-
mands equally robust countermeasures.” He shifted
easily in his seat as he continued.

“The malfunction stemmed from a satellite black-
out whose serious consequences were widely reported
in the media. This.induced a series of errors in the un-
finished system that cascaded throughout the pro-
posed defense structure, which I must remind you
was and still is incomplete. Among the problems that
took time to deal with was a severe GPS dislocation,
which directed the defense vehicles away from their
appropriate testing grounds and into Mission City.”

Lips drawn taut, Sam could only watch the broad-
cast and shake his head in disgust. As governmental
prevarication went, it was right up there with . . .
with . . .

He put the thought aside. He was going to college,
and right now that was all that mattered. Reinforcing
that resolve was the sound of his father’s voice rat-
tling up the stairwell,

“Let’s go, let’s go. T-minus sixty, college boy!”
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Slamming both hands down atop the suitcase, Sam
evinced mild surprise as both latches clicked home.
Locking the case before it could change its mind, he
finished wrapping duct tape around a large box and
began hauling it toward the stairs. He as much rode
as pushed it to the bottom, then started dragging it
through the living room.

His two legs got tangled up with four as he nearly
tripped over Mojo. Convinced as ever that he was ac-
tually a downsized cross between an Anatolian kan-
gal and a pit bull, the chihuahua came tearing through
the room after Frankie, the family’s newest addition.
Equally bereft of long legs, the French bulldog was
having a hard time staying in front of his yapping
pursuer. Standing next to the disparate pile of taped
and labeled boxes that had risen beside the front
door, Ron Witwicky urged the two dogs outside. He
was sweating from the morning’s exertions, but hap-
pily so. His son was going to an Ivy League school,
and the proud father was beaming widely enough to
activate half a solar panel all by himself.

“Mojo, Frankie, outside, outside!” As he closed the
door he saw Sam dragging the final box. “C’mon,
kiddo, we’re on a schedule here!”

With a grunt, Sam let the last box drop. “Dad, se-
riously, why’re you trying to get rid of me?” His ex-
pression turned mock somber. “Tell the truth. You
rented out my room, didn’t you . .. ?”

His father looked as innocent as a handkerchief
vendor at a wake. “Sam, that’s a terrible thing to say!
I wouldn’t dream of renting out your space. How
could I, when I have other plans for your room, and
they rhyme with ‘home theater.” ”
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Sam tried not to grin. “Hey, I grew up in there.
Show some reverence. That room is crammed with all
my childhood memories.”

His father nodded vigorously in response. “Which
I’'m sure will leave plenty of room for surround-sound
wide-screen reruns of the likes of Red River and Yel-
low Ribbon and The High Country and . . .”

“All right, all right. Ill be out. You can be as ar-
chaic in your video viewing as you want, Dad, with-
out having to worry about sending me screaming into
the street over your choices.” Son and father smiled
as one.

The brief instant of male bonding lasted the two
seconds before Judy Witwicky joined them. Tears
were streaming down her cheeks as she held up a pair
of white baby shoes and declaimed in a vojce that was
an impregnable fusion of joy and sadness, “LOQOK
WHAT I FOUND YOUR BABY BOOTIES I’'M LOS-
ING MY BABY C'MERE MY BITTY BOOTIE
BABY i 2

Sam would have responded, but the smothering
hug in which he found himself suddenly enveloped
temporarily restricted the flow of air to his lungs.
Managing to half extricate himself, he looked over at
his father and ventured a dejected sniff.

“See? This is how you’re supposed to react when
the fruit of your loins goes out into the cruel world to
fend for himself.”

Ron Witwicky smiled sardonically at the teen cur-
rently enshrouded in his mother’s cephalopodian
grasp. “Yeah, my heart bleeds for you. As for fruit, -
gimme an apple every time.”

“I'want you back here every holiday.” Judy sobbed
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softly. “Even Halloween and President’s Day—all the
presidents.”

Gently, Sam began to untangle himself. “Mom,
they don’t let us off for Halloween. I don’t even think
that’s an Ivy League-specific distinction.”

She nodded sorrowfully. “Then we’ll come to
you.” |

The alarm in her son’s reply rang throughout the
room. “No, you will not.”

Her eyes met his. Or tried to, as he started to turn
back to the pile of boxes. “But I’'m your mother . . .”

“My mother,” he reiterated. “Not my ‘smother.’
Drop me off, go to Europe, see you at graduation. Re-
member? Europe? Museums, nice restaurants, where
the family all came from?”

“They came from New York, as I remember.” Ron
eyed his tearful spouse. “Judy, let the kid breathe,
okay? He’s not eight years old anymore. And there’s
no way you’re done packing for a monthlong trip.
Let’s all get a move on, shall we? Or Sam will be late
for his check-in and we’ll miss our flight.” Turning,
he lowered his voice dramatically as he passed his
son.
“Youw’ll always be eight years old to her, kid. Get
used to it.” |

“What?” Judy Witwicky’s gaze narrowed and her
tear ducts shut down as she eyed her husband sharply.

“Nothing. I was just saying to Sam that he’ll al-
ways be a little late. It’s his nature. Do you want to
catch that flight to Heathrow or not?”

She glared at him, but affectionately. “You’d think
our first romantic vacation in eighteen years deserved
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a first-class flight, but I guess ‘El Cheapo’ strikes
again.”

Pivoting, Ron turned to confront her. “You know
what first-class tickets for a month in Europe would
cost? We could just buy a small hotel here instead.
Besides, there’s no first class within Europe. It’s all
‘business’ or ‘club’ class, and the seats aren’t even dif-
ferent. I did my homework. Now march, young lady,
and finish your own packing.” Reaching out, he gave
her a fond pat on the butt.

She swung around gracefully, leaving a smile in her
wake. “Ooh, I love it when you call me ‘young lady.’
So filthy.”

For the second time in as many minutes, Sam
looked distressed. “Guys, please, not in front of the
kids. Save it for Paris.” He grinned. “Don’t WOrry
about me, and you’ll always have Paris.”

“If we don’t miss our connection,” his father grum-
bled. |

His mother nodded and headed upstairs. They
could still hear her sobbing quietly from the vicinity
of the bedroom.

“Y’know how it is,” muttered Ron, his tone soften-
ing. “Hard for a mother to . . . ,” he swallowed
tightly, choking up a little himself, “send her only son
off. Accept that he’s all grown up.” He faced the
silent Sam. “That you won’t be able to play catch
with him on the weekends anymore.”

His son smiled knowingly. “It’s all right, Dad.
When I've got my degree, when I’'m working in an-
other state, or another country, or wherever, we’ll still
be able to get together once in a while and play
catch.”
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“Yeah, uh . . .” Turning away, Ron Witwicky
rubbed at his face, gathered himself, and when he was
ready, looked back again. “Anyway, uh, ’m real
proud of you, kiddo. East Coast Ivy League school,
fifteen hundred on your SATs.” He shook his head,
still remembering the disbelief with which he and his
wife had read the official results. “How you did that
is still beyond me. Not that 'm complainin’, mind.”

“Thanks, Dad. For the compliment, and for not
complaining.” He grinned anew.

His father shrugged. “Just sayin’: you went from a
‘B’ average to straight ‘A’s’ overnight. Then the schol-
arship on top of that. Everything I ever did in my life,
I did to put together a future for you.” He could have
gone on in the same vein, building up his own contri-
bution, but it wasn’t necessary. There was no need to
speak the pride that was plain to see in his expression.
Sam heard it as clearly as if it had been voiced.

“Guess I did a pretty decent job.” Now it was the
father’s turn to grin. “All the fun you’re gonna have,
friends you’re gonna make. College life—closest 1
ever got was watching it on TV and in the movies.
Guess the real thing will be . . .” His eyes widened as
they focused on something taking place beyond his
patient offspring.

Mojo was paying his respects to Frankie in a man-
ner as calculated to finalize the canine pecking order
in the Witwicky household as it was to embarrass any
unexpected visitors. | |

“Mojo, no dominating! Frank, don’t be so easy!
Get off the couch, you debased mongrels!” The dogs
complied, but at a speed that suggested that they were
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doing so as much out of boredom as from obedience,
Coughing awkwardly, Ron turned back to his son.
“Uh, probably a lotta that in college too, Son. I just

expect you to, uh, you know, be careful and .

s>am hastened to relieve his father of an em barrass-
Ing moment even greater than the one the family pets
had just engendered. “No reason to worry about
that, Dad. ’'m a one-woman kinda guy.”

Though he nodded understandingly, Ron Witwicky
was not about to shelve so important a subject so
fast. “Look, Mikaela’s the greatest, I'll grant you that
In a minute, but you gotta give each other room to
grow, to be honest about the fact that you’ll end up
seeing other people. That’s just the way it is. Perfectly
natural. It happens to every couple your age.”

Sam’s expression tightened slightly. “Most couples
my age don’t make the first contact with an alien race
and save the world together, okay? Trust me. I know
the odds.” His smile returned. “Didn’t you see my
math score on the SATs? We’re the exception that . . .”

His cell phone sang a familiar tune and the screen
announced MIK. Proudly, he showed it to his father.
“See? She can’t get enough of me.”

Ron Witwicky nodded knowingly, sighed, and
turned back to the pile of boxes. “I'm gonna start
moving these outside. If you can manage to be on the
phone for less than an hour, you might consider giv-
ing me a hand.”

Sam was backing rapidly toward the stairway,
“Sure, right, no problem Dad—TPll be back in a
minute.” He put the phone back to his lips. “Hey,
Beautiful, how’s it goin’?”

The custom chopper shop was alive with quiet ac-
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tivity. Within the big open garage space, work pro-
ceeded much as it did in a hospital. Made of metal,
the patients remained largely immobile while atten-
dants bustled around them, working silently and pro-
fessionally to get them in shape to go out into the
world again.

Mikaela was putting the finishing touches on an
airbrushed Bettie Page pinup that sprawled along the
tank of a long-nosed bike. As she worked, she spoke
into the cell headset riding atop one ear.

“I’m breaking up with you.”

Back in his bedroom, Sam was checking to make
certain he hadn’t overlooked anything he needed, or
wanted, to take with him. “Yeah,” he replied into his
own phone, “I don’t know . . . gotta be honest, I’'m
not hearing a lotta conviction.”

She hung up abruptly. Whistling softly to himself,
Sam continued searching his room for anything he
might have forgottén. Most of the posters that had
decorated the walls and ceiling remained. At school
there would be new posters, new pictures to hang,
and it wouldn’t do for a college freshman to paper the
walls of his dorm room with relics from his adoles-
cence. They would of necessity recede into the realm
of fond memories—at least until his father got
around to redecorating the old room.

The phone rang again and Sam answered with the
same inflection as before. “Hey, Beautiful.”

“I’m breaking up with you,” the wonderful voice

of his wonderful girlfriend insisted less than wonder-
fully. “So there’s no point in me coming Over to say
good-bye. You’ll just have to remember me the last
time you saw me.”
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“Last time I saw you?” His grin widened. “Let’s
see, as I recall the last time I saw you we were . . .”
She hurried to cut him off. “Never mind that now.

That’s all in the past. Like our relationship.”

He was checking drawers one last time. “Wow, you
sounded almost serious that time. Guess what . . . ?”

The phone conveyed her sarcasm excellently. “You
found your future wife in the freshman Facebook?”

He found what he was looking for. The cigar box
held fragments of the recent past, each one replete
with not only memory but also physical significance: a
web-cam, mix CDs, a familiar and extraordinarily
significant pair of old glasses scored with minute yet
mathematically precise scratches, a battered old badge
labeled SECTOR SEVEN, and more.

“No,” he finally replied in response to her jibe.
“I’'m making you a ‘long-distance relationship kit.’
It’s got a preset webcam so we can chat twenty-
four—seven: all Witwicky, all the time. Some of our fa-
vorite mixes, a ‘fragrance of love’ scented candle,
some poetry—not all of it rhymes, but it’s from the
heart.” Even in the absence of an image on the phone
he was sure he could feel her smiling,

“Lotta junk,” she told him. “Anything worth-
while?”

“Just a few souvenirs from the event that cannot be
mentioned when we’re on cell phones. Badge,
glasses—how *bout my shirt? You want the infamous
D-Day shirt?” Digging into the back of the drawer he
pulled out the ratty, torn, folded shirt he had been
wearing when he had helped to save the world. Her
response offered something less than the ego boost he
was anticipating.




TRANSFORMERS: Revenge of the Fallen 37

“You kept your sweaty, dirty, shredded clothes?”

“You kidding?” he shot back defensively. “I bled in
this thing. It’s like my Super Bowl jersey.”

In the restoration shop, the voice that called out to
Mikaela was simultaneously businesslike and endear-
ing.

« ’Kaela! Where’d you put the clutch covers?” her
father inquired gruffly.

“Second shelf,” she yelled back. “Next to the cam
shafts. If they’re not there, look on the floor by the
softail.”

Sam recognized the deeper voice in the back-
eround. He and Mikaela’s father had yet to be for-
mally introduced, but while the recent deportee from
formal state incarceration had yet to give his ap-
proval of their relationship, neither had he objected .
to it. Sam had the distinct impression that as long as
her father was able to drift contentedly in a sea of
erease, oil, and assorted mechanical lubricants while
plying his chosen trade, his interest in the outside
world, including that of his daughter’s future, verged
on the minimal. While Sam didn’t approve of the in-
difference, he had to admit that it made dating a lot
easier.

“How’s the old man holding up?”

“Y’mean my man-child father?” Mikaela’s exas-
peration was unmistakable. “Fixing cars instead of
stealing ’em, so that’s a step up.” She looked back
over a shoulder as she spoke. “Right now he’s hum-
ming the proverbial happy tune. One time I heard

him say he wasn’t going to go to heaven if there were
no cars or bikes to build.”

“Kinda like relationships,” Sam segued smoothly.
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“Which reminds me: ’m gonna say it again. Come
with me, Mik. Just because the dorm’s paid for with

the scholarship doesn’t mean I've gotta live in it.
There’s reasonable apartments near campus and . ..”

She interrupted firmly. “I told you, he’s only been
on parole four months. I gotta help him get on his
feet. He’s been clean so far, but with all that he’s been
through the past few years he doesn’t have a lot of
stabilizing influence in his life. There’s just metal and
me, and I’'m the only one who’ll talk back to him and
tell him when he’s screwing up. He listens to me, Sam.
If he’ll listen long enough, after a bit he’ll get to where
he won’t need somebody to tell him when he’s screw-
ing up because he will have stopped doing it. Just for
a little while.” |

She wasn’t exactly pleading—that wasn’t part of
Mikaela’s makeup. But in her own way, she was ask-
ing for his understanding.

It did not keep him from beseeching, however.
“C’mon, Mik. Don’t make me say g’bye on the
phone.”

“Did I say I was gonna do that? Big difference be-
tween me moving to the East Coast and wishing you
a safe trip there. Lemme finish up, make sure there
are no bubbles in this lacquer ’'m working on, and P’ll
be over in twenty.”

The connection went dead. He eyed the phone a
moment before pocketing it. Could he stall his par-
ents for another twenty minutes? If his mom main-
tained her slow packing pace he wouldn’t have to find
a reason to delay. And anyway, there were still a few
last-minute details that required his attention.

First and foremost was the rag of a shirt. Holding
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it up, he started to fold it as neatly as the embedded
dirt and grime would permit. His expression one of
mild disgust, he started brushing at the filthy fabric.
As he did so, something that had been caught in the
material of the inner pocket came tumbling out. He
grabbed reflexively at what appeared to be a charred
ember. There had been plenty of that during the bat-
tle for Mission City. Except—the splinter was not a
charred ember, not a fragment of singed concrete, not
a length of scorched wood. |

It was a tiny sliver of the Allspark.

It shook him, and he staggered into memory.

Trapped in a bole in the street with metal titans
battling above him. One of them falling to the
ground. Slamming the Allspark into Megatron’s chest
and turning bis face from the fiery, flaring, explosive
consequences. Hundreds of alien symbols akin to
those that had embellished the Spark shimmering
in bhis mind’s eye, threatening to overwbelm bim,
screaming at himto ... to. ..

He stumbled backward, wildly waving his burnt
hand as he tried to cool the tingling flesh. Reactivated
by the contact and then flung aside, the sliver hit the
floor of his room and promptly burned its way right
through the hardwood floorboards, the intervening
insulation, and the ceiling below. As it seared its way
downward, it sliced through the wiring embedded in
the floor. Momentarily overloaded, the circuitry run-
ning to his room sparked and began to smoke. The
sliver landed in the kitchen, bouncing off the center
cooking island as it emitted a small but unmistakable
pulse blast.

Sam staggered toward the doorway as every wall
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socket in his room spat sparks. Wallpaper above a
couple of sockets turned black and began to curl up-

ward. Only the fire retardant with which the material
had been treated kept it from bursting into flame. He
raced out the door, his tone frantic.

“Oh, no—Dad!”

Ron Witwicky couldn’t hear his son’s shouting. He
was whistling cheerily to himself as he loaded yet one
more of Sam’s packed boxes into the car.

He also failed to hear—or see—what the pulse
burst from the sliver of Allspark had done to his
kitchen.

Not to the kitchen itself, but to its machines. A cen-
tury or so earlier, in the absence of electronics, the
pulse would have provoked little or no response. In
contrast, the previously unoccupied room was now
alive with a clashing of appliances that had been
brought to frenetic life by the surge from the spark.

Heedless of what it might hit and indifferent to
multiple targets chosen at random, the animated cap-
puccino maker sprayed small fireballs in all direc-
tions. Spinning on the legs that had sprouted from its
underside, the toaster whipped what could only be
described as mini-nunchucks in front of, around, and
behind it, smashing to pieces everything from ceramic
plates to an innocent set of salt and pepper shakers.
Bashing its way clear of the prison beneath the sink,
the now-multilimbed garbage disposal defended itself
against all comers with a set of whirring blades only:
slightly slowed by remaining scraps of the previous
night’s meal.

A cell phone that had commenced ringing insis-
tently at the first touch of the sliver’s life-giving pulse
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found itself snatched up by the now fully animated
microwave. Slamming the phone into its middle, the
appliance turned itself on. The ringing from the
trapped phone gave way to unsettling shrieks as it
began to smoke, then spark, and eventually burst into
flame. Disdaining its usual ring tone, the microwave
clicked its door wide to eject the charred remnants of
the unfortunate phone.

On the floor above, Sam’s initial panic had swiftly
succumbed to common sense. Halting his headlong
flicht, he located the upstairs fire extinguisher and
raced back to his room. He turned it on one of the
two electrical fires that had begun to creep up the
walls of his room. Unfortunately, the extinguisher
was both old and empty, regular checkups of such de-
vices not being a part of the annual routine at the
Witwicky household.

Cursing to himself he tossed the useless device
aside, spotted a nearly full water bottle, and managed
to douse the location where the fire had spread to the
floor. Charred wood hissed as quenched flames gave
birth to choking smoke, and the water that was not
turned to steam ran down the hole in the floor.

The remaining trickle landed atop the agitated
blender standing on the kitchen center island. Tilting
back, it investigated the source of the unexpected
drip. Within what moments earlier had been inert
metal, rudimentary thought processes suddenly sprung
to life processed this information and came to 2 deci-
sion. Leaping down from the kitchen island, the al-
tered blender scrambled toward the stairs. It was
followed by the microwave, the garbage disposal, and
the rest of the ghastly mob of animated and armed
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appliances, including the now-hysterical cappuccino
maker that was laying down a track of coffee residue
behind it as it ran.

Gathering outside Sam’s room, they alternately
tlailed and beat at the door. When it remained shut,
they began to stack themselves one atop the other
until the electric mixer’s twin whirling limbs were on
the verge of reaching the doorknob.

Downstairs and still oblivious to the mechanical
carnage that was on the verge of attacking his son,
Ron Witwicky entered the kitchen and immediately
noted the trail of dark spots that had been left on the
floor by the animate but now absent coffeemaker.

“Awww, no. Hey, Judy!” Awaiting a response from
his wife, he crouched and tentatively sniffed at the
markings. His brow furrowed, reflecting his confu-
sion. “What the . . . ? Dogs’re crappin’ cappuccino?”

Equally ignorant of his father’s current aromatic
conundrum, Sam shook the last of the water from the
bottle as the final remnants of the fire sizzled into
oblivion. He had barely enough time to feel relieved
when the door to his room burst inward as the hall-
way unleashed its horde of low-powered horrors. His
eyes went wide and he threw up his hands defensively.

The gesture failed to keep him from getting nun-
chucked in one knee by the homicidal toaster. As he
stumbled backward clutching at his bruised leg, the
whirring blades of the advancing mixer changed into
a pair of spinning turrets resembling the most mini of
all mini-guns. Revolving at speed, they sent a fusil-
lade of equally miniaturized bullets in his direction.
As their intended target dove wildly to one side, they
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proceeded to shred the wall behind where he had
been standing.

Meanwhile the advancing blender let loose with a
newly morphed mini-cannon that missed Sam but
blew the fish tank to fragments. As it and the mania-
cal blender swiveled their weapons in his direction,
Sam upended his desk. It took the brunt of the second
salvo and he climbed out the window, hung for a mo-
ment from the sill, and then dropped into the cush-
ioning bushes below. Carefully nurtured and lovingly
pruned branches snapped under his weight and he
knew that his mother, the dedicated horticulturist,
would Not Be Happy.

Struggling to his feet, he nearly ran into his father.
Hearing the uproar, Ron Witwicky had come tearing
around the side of the house as fast as his middle-
aged legs could propel him.

“What’s all the racket . .. ?”

Waving his arms wildly, Sam pushed his father and
half dragged, half shoved him backward. As he did
so, berserk altered appliances crowded the open win-
dow as each sought a clear line of fire. Equipped with
more weapons than brains, they jammed the gap so
tightly that none could get through.

That did not keep them from unloading a volley of
tiny missiles in the general direction of the two fleeing
humans. Taking cover behind the fountain that was
one of Witwicky pere’s pride and joys, divots of lov-

ingly tended turf erupted around Sam and his father.
Identifying a secondary structure as a smaller dwell-
ing, two of the berserk appliancebots promptly blew
the Witwicky doghouse to smithereens. Sam’s shout
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of desperation just managed to rise above the clamor,
confusion, and general destruction. .

“BUMBLEBEE!”

Responding to this call with alacrity if not discre-
tion, a yellow Camaro came smashing out the side
wall of the freestanding garage. Halfway out, it had
already begun to change into the brilliant black and
yellow bipedal shape of the Autobot who had been
charged by his colleagues with looking after the note-
worthy descendant of Captain Witwicky. Appraising
the situation with admirable speed, Bumblebee speed-
ily unlimbered his own weapons and proceeded to
reduce the pack of rabid appliancebots to scrap.
Clinging to the awning above Sam’s window, the al-
tered microwave dared to return fire. Bumblebee’s re-
action was to unload the full fury of his weaponry on
the remaining bot, obliterating it.

In the process, he also annihilated the second-story
bedroom that had been Sam’s refuge since preadoles-
cence.

Rising slowly from behind the fountain, Sam and
his father cautiously surveyed the house and yard.
Nothing remained of the insane appliances to suggest
to a casual observer that anything other than bits and
pieces of secondhand domestic devices littered the
ground. Side by side, father and son regarded the
smoking debris silently.

Not so Judy Witwicky. Coming around the front
corner, she halted in shock at the sight, mouth agape
as she stared at the still-smoking top floor of her
house. |

“Holy mother of . . . !” Lowering her gaze, her eyes
came to rest on an abjectly quiescent Bumblebee. «I




TRANSFORMERS: Revenge of the Fallen 45

am gonna melt you down into scrap metal, so help
me God!”

The Autobot dropped his head as realization struck
home that he might have been a tad overzealous in his
defense of the young human still under his protection.
It was just a wee bit conceivable that in taking out the
last of the rampaging appliancebots, one missile
might have sufficed in lieu of the several he had
launched. Turning, he moped back toward the gaping
hole that had assumed the physical location in the
space-time continuum formerly occupied by the
north side of the Witwicky family garage.

He remained there in silent terrestrial guise as sev-
eral mobile representatives of the local fire depart-
ment arrived and their personnel dispersed to survey
and clean up the damage. As a stoic Ron tried his best
to comfort an alternately angry and sobbing Judy,
Sam slipped into the house in the wake of the diligent
firefighters.

«“Better stay out of here till the site’s been cleared,
kid.” An officer gestured pointedly upward. “We’ve
still got some heat on the second floor.”

“I'm looking for my homework,” Sam told him
quickly. “I don’t think my Economics prof will buy
this excuse.” When this met with a cold stare on the
part of the professional, Sam added, “I’ll stay down
here and get out fast, don’t worry.”

This seemed to satisfy the firefighter. In any case,
one of his colleagues was urging him upstairs. Sam
was left alone in the kitchen. Not to seek nonexistent

homework, but something smaller and far more im-
portant.

He finally found it glistening below the kitchen is-
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land. Having burned 2a path all the way through the
thick oak and the linoleum flooring, it had finally

come to rest on the concrete slab beneath. Sort-
ing through his father’s “miscellaneous” drawer, he
found an ancient 35-millimeter §lm canister and care-
tully scooped the lifeless ember into the plastic cylin-
der.

By the time he returned to the yard, his mother had
recovered from the initial shock and despair. As she
stomped back and forth among the ruins of her gar-
den, he listened while she unleashed a stream of ver-
biage the mildest of which was, “This sucks!” He
looked around worriedly for his father, finally locat-
ing the old man deep in conversation with the local
fire chief. As he approached the pair, his concern
faded. Having dealt with the suspicious agents of the
now-disbanded Sector Seven, Ron Witwicky had no
difficulty allaying the unease of a local municipal em-

“Y’know,” Sam’s father was saymng, “we had a
pretty old furnace in the attic up there.”

The fire chief frowned at him. “You kept a working
furnace in the attic? Where the heat would just rise?
In a wood-frame house?”

Ron managed to look offended. “Hey, I didn’t put
it in. It was there when we bought the place. Gets
damn cold on that second floor, but when that fur-
nace was going even a little bit, it was nice and
comfy.” He turned aggressive. “This ain’t Florida,
y’know. If I could’ve afforded to redo the whole heat-
ing system with forced air I would’ve done it years
ago. Always meant to.” He nodded in the direction of
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the smoking second floor. “At least now the installa-
tion will be easier.”

The sound of an arriving motorcycle drew Sam’s
attention away from the two men. As Mikaela slowed
to a stop at the curb he hurried over to intercept her.
She didn’t offer a kiss. Instead, she just stared past
him at the smoking house.

“What happened?”

Using his body to shield the transaction from view,
Sam hastily passed her the film canister. “Do me a
favor, keep this hidden, okay?”

She eyed him guardedly. “Am I not supposed to ask
what’s in it? Lemme guess—it’s not your undeveloped
baby pictures.”

He looked anxiously over his shoulder. “C’mon,
Mik—ijust do this, okay? I'll explain later.”

She rolled her eyes and sighed heavily. “Why do
those three words always fill me with dread?”

No one was paying them any attention, perhaps
because Judy Witwicky had marched around the
smoking remains of her home to once again confront
her husband. Furiously, she pointed at the back of her
head.

“] have a bald spot! And it’s not from aging—
though if I have to put up with any more of this the
rest may fall out anyway. I want that talking alien car
outta here—or I’'m gonna have it towed to the junk-
yard!”

“Excuse me a minute.” Stepping away from the
puzzled fire chief, Ron Witwicky took his wife by one
arm and led her away. “Honey, shhh, okay?” He eyed
her meaningfully. “National security, remember? Be-
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sides, as long as we stay quiet they’ll take care of
everything.” He put on a happy face. “Pay for every-

thing, too. You know how we’ve been waiting for
years to redo the house? Well, consider this the offi-
cial beginning of our remodel. And the worst of it can
be done while we’re in Europe.” He spread his hands
and smiled. “See? Everything works out for the best.”
Turning, he hailed his son. “Doesn’t it, kiddo?”

She was less than mollified. “The besz? I’ll give you
my ‘best.” ” As she turned to her apprehensive off-
spring, one hand flailed at the mutilated garage.
“When you leave, be leaves. I have never been more
serious, Samuel.”
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Considerably later, when the firefighters felt confi-
dent that the last spark (little did they know) had
been extinguished and had taken their leave, and
while Ron Witwicky attempted to explain to a dubi-
ous airline agent the reason he and his wife needed to
change the departure time on their reservations, Sam
and Mikaela made their way into the depths of the
Witwicky garage. The damaged wall where Bumble-
bee had so precipitously exited had been covered with
a tarp. As the two young humans approached, the
Autobot again lowered his head. |

“P’mmmm $SSS0000 SOrrryyyyyy . . .. His voice
trailed off into a slow stream of electronic mush.
Mikaela eyed him sympathetically.

“Still having voice problems, huh?”

‘The Autobot nodded sadly, perking up only when
Sam drew near.

“Listen. Bee. Uh—about college . . .”

Music began to pour from within the great yellow
and black entity. “I’m so excited, and I just can’t hide
7 g

“Bee . . .” Sam tried to take control of the conver-
sation. It was hard enough to do with an Autobot,
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even more difficult when the response consisted of
... I'm about to lose control!” |

“Bee, could you just . . . ,” Sam implored as
Mikaela looked on. | |

“woolthink I libe 8% . 22

“I'm not taking you with me.”

The boisterous standard that until then had filled
the garage came to an abrupt and unnatural stop. The
resulting silence was as reflective as it was awkward.
A subdued Mikaela started to retrace her steps.

“Ill—Dbe outside.”

It was Sam who chose to break the uncomfortable
silence as he finally delivered the speech he had been
dreading for days.

“Look, it’s not that I don’t want you to come. It’s 4
university rule. Freshmen aren’t allowed to have a car.
It’s not allowed until you’re a jynior.” He looked
away, toward the heavy tarp that occupied the space
where the garage wall had been. “It’s a lame rule, I
know, but this isn’t the local JC we’re talking about.”
His shoulders lifted and fell, “I suppose to the
school’s way of thinking it’s a way to keep new stu-
dents focused on their studies at a time when they
shouldn’t have any distractions. Makes sense—if
youre a sixty-year-old university administrator.
Maybe it makes sense if you’re not—I dunno.” He
turned back to his altered car—no, he corrected him-
self. To his friend.

“I can’t do anything about it. I can’t change the
rule; and as an incoming freshman I can’t expect to
challenge it.”

The Autobot looked away. While his face was ex-
pressionless, his posture was not. It was amazing how
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much emotion could be conveyed through the subtle
positioning of arms, the slight lowering of a head—
despite the fact that they were made of metal. Only
the most insensitive onlooker could have failed to
grasp what Bumblebee was feeling.

Sam moved closer to his friend and protector.
“Don’t do that. Don’t be like that. Think about it.
You’re suffocating in here. You deserve better than
my dad’s garage. You should be with your friends.”

The Autobot’s head came up. Though the lenses
that peered into Sam’s eyes were wholly inorganic,
there was no mistaking what was going on behind
them.

“Youuu are myyyy frienddddd, Sam.”

The young man swallowed, struggling to contain
his own feelings. “I know, I know. Man, don’t do this,
Bee. This isn’t how I want us to part.” He gathered
himself. “You did your job, being my guardian. Even
my parents don’t get to do that anymore. But I've got
to move on. We both have to move on.” He forced a
tight grin.

“And then there’s this little overkill problem of
yours. Makes me wonder if you’ve been hangin’ with
Ironhide too much. C’mon—blowing up my room
just to take out some whacked-out kitchen appli-
ances? You’re an adrenaline junkie, you are. Half the
time I come out here you’re not around ’cause you’re
out doing your Autobot thing. That’s cool, I get that.
But as much as you’re responsible for me, when

you're operating undercover I'm kinda responsible
for you. I mean, I don’t expect you to sit here and
sleep day after day, but there’s gotta be a limit. Have
you seen the pile of speeding tickets in the glove box?
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They have cameras at stoplights now. Maybe they’re
not in the same intellectual league as Autobots, but
they do their job, and I have to . . .”

Music erupted from the quietly listening Autobot:
Sammy Hagar howling “I can’t drive—fifty-five!”

“I know,” observed the exasperated Sam. “That’s
what 'm saying. That’s my point. I’m not the only
one who needs space. You need your freedom, too.”
Reaching out, he placed a hand on the cool, gleaming
exterior of the Autobot’s cheek. “You should be with
the others of your kind. Together you have a larger—
purpose.”
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