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“Name?”
“Uh... Excuse me?”
“Freakworlder, eh?” The wizened mechanism 

snapped “Alright... Uh-Excuse Me, you’re the first one 
we’ve gotten with that name. Congratulations, you’re 
Uh-Excuse Me Prime.”

“No, it’s Jackpot, I was just...”
“Then you should have said your name is Jackpot, 

you alloy-brained dunce! Now I have to clear the form 
and start all over.”

“I don’t understand what’s going on,” Jackpot said 
with a hint of annoyance in his voice. “What are you 
talking about?”

“Questions,” the interrogator said testily, “are the 
responsibility of the Department of Acclimation, now 
step on the scanner, that is unless you have new and 
innovative ways of wasting my time you’ve yet to 
produce!”

Of all the indignities heaped upon Jackpot during 
his ten-thousand solar cycles of life, the events of the 

past few hours easily qualified for the hall of fame. 
Space bridge errors and bizarre mechanoid life was 
common enough in the galaxy that the overall situation 
-suddenly materializing in the midst of armed guards- 
was merely alarming. Like most of his people Jackpot 
found violence and the threat of violence rather all too 
common an occurrence.

Involuntary mechanical examination was some-
thing else entirely. 

The violators in question were a bizarre-looking 
breed of Cybertronians who called themselves 
“TransTechs,” and were only momentarily amused 
by Jackpot’s presence. In that moment he had been 
scanned, probed and fitted with some manner of identi-
fication device. The TransTechs explained that he was 
a “guest” -a term that always made him a bit uneasy- in 
their city on this alternate-universe version of his home 
planet Cybertron, and that he and his companion would 
be released into Axiom Nexus until such time as their 
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information was processed and they could be returned 
to their dimension of origin if they so chose. 

But first he had to get past the universe’s most 
crotchety mechanoid. Upon his release into Axiom 
Nexus, the planet’s capital city, he had come out into 
Offworlder Zone 1, an area the TransTechs established 
for “guests” such as himself. There, he had stumbled 
straight into yet another officious machine dead set on 
badgering him endlessly. This one was not a TransTech, 
though its crude raw iron and steam-engine construc-
tion was like nothing he’d ever seen. 

The elderly machine indicated a glowing square of 
ground. Jackpot stepped gingerly onto it. He winced, 
fully expecting a painful or disorienting experience. A 
clear bell tone rang out after a few seconds and Jackpot 
looked up just in time to see the interrogator shove a 
palm-sized rectangle in front of his optics.

“Well, take your technical specifications, dummy. 
What’s wrong? You want me to gift-wrap it?”

“What’s this?” Jackpot said as he inspected the card. 
“Jackpot III, Primax Cluster?” 

“You’re the third Jackpot to be processed from the 
Primax universal cluster. Simple addition,” the mecha-
nism hissed. “Welcome to Axiom Nexus. You’ll meet 
your indoctrination guide outside. Don’t worry, he’s 
from a world similar enough to yours to make things 
easy, even for a dullard of your esteemed caliber.”

After a few moments, Hubcap emerged from the 
processing line in a similar state of annoyed confusion.

“Jackpot the Third,” Jackpot mused, turning his 
card in his hand. “I like it.”

“I don’t,” the smaller yellow Autobot grumbled. 
“I gotta tell you, Jackpot, this place is already really 
chapping my bolts.”

“Lotta mechs feel that way at first,” a voice drawled 
behind them. “‘Specially those who get ol’ Nitpick as 
their filer.”

The two spun around to see a bulky blue and tan 
robot with a friendly smile, though the massive cannons 
on his back belied this somewhat. They both relaxed, 
but only slightly, as the Autobot insignia on his left arm 
reflected in the city’s light.

“Name’s Scattorshot, boys, welcome to Axiom 
Nexus. Looks like you two need a guide.”

“So let me get this straight,” Hubcap said, casting 
his gaze across the plaza. “There was never a war on this 
Cybertron?”

“Nope!” Scattorshot replied as a shapely serving ‘bot 
set three tins of chilled oil on their table. “Oh, there’s 
Autobots and Decepticons, an’ yeah they don’t exactly 
get along, but they’re more into fightin’ with words and 
policies an’ stuff. Most of the TransTech population is 
actually neutral.”

“So what about… well, like that?” Jackpot asked, 
pointing at a large synthetic-flesh canine passing by. 
“Giant Earth animal? And that… those aren’t TransTechs, 
but I’ve never seen Cybertronians like them before! I don’t 
even recognize half the symbols on them!”

“Lotta the mechs you’ll see in the city ain’t native 
to this Cybertron. They came from other universes an’ 
times like you did. Dimensions ‘close’ enough to this 
one in trans-temporal origin to ‘bleed’ through with regu-
larity. An’ well, looks like Autobots and Decepticons ain’t 
always the constant. You go down a few levels, you get 
less an’ less ‘Techs. Some of the lowest levels are strictly 
for offworlders.”

Hubcap gave Scattorshot a skeptical stare. “So 
you’re telling me this place has off-world Autobots and 
Decepticons and who-knows-what-else… and they don’t 
take away our weapons,” he nodded at Scattorshot’s 
weapon-pack, “… and everyone isn’t trying to kill each 
other like everywhere else we’ve ever been?”

“Weird, but it works.” Scattorshot leaned back content-
edly. “As I understand it, the more dangerous mechs they 
send back rather than take in. The rest of us? Well, tell me, 
boys, you really wanna be fightin’ in a war?”

“No,” the two replied simultaneously.
“Me either. I mean, I’ll do it if I gotta. Most of us 

would, it’s prob’ly coded in our sparks. But I think for 
must of us, comin’ here, someplace where you don’t gotta 
worry every day about somebody tryin’ to take your head 
off… it’s nice.”

Hubcap shot Scattorshot a quizzical look as a large 
and heavily-armed TransTech security unit hovered 
past.
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“Oh, sure, the armed guards help,” the blue Autobot 
conceded. “But the thing is, we mostly police ourselves. 
We got the guilds and 
the factions to take care 
of most of the day-to-
day work of governin’ 
Axiom Nexus beyond 
the more TransTech-
heavy zones. Ol’ man 
Nitpick…” Scattorshot 
indicated in the direction 
of the processing center 
where they’d encountered 
the elderly mech, “…for 
example, belongs to the 
Order of Bureaucratic 
Enlightenment… which 
works with the Freelance 
Police Legion and Elder 
Councils to keep things 
runnin’ smoothly. That’s 
what the cards are for. If a 
TransTech wants to know 
‘bout you, they’ll scan 
your ID-bolt. But since our 
types don’t have access 
to that tech, we need a 
way to tell each other 
apart, ‘cause there may be 
dozens of identical bots 
from different universes 
runnin’ around.”

“And the TransTechs 
don’t really care about 
what we do mostly?” 
Hubcap asked. 

“Nope. The TransTechs 
let the offworlder ‘Shadow 
Government’ handle most 
things, ‘cause for the most 
part, everything but ‘thou 
shalt not blow things up’ 
is beneath their notice. 
Or maybe they let us run 
things because it’s more 
interestin’ to watch that 
way.”

“Wait, let’s go back a minute,” Jackpot interrupted. 
“Dozens of identical bots from different universes? So 
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when it says I’m the third Jackpot here, that’s not just in 
name? There’s two more mes? How?”

Scattorshot rubbed his chin. “We-ell, it’s a little 
complicated, but I can give you the short version. How 
much you fellers know about transwarp?”

“Who’s that?”
“Heh-heh. Naw, transwarp’s a what. Space bridges, 

time travel, starslips, subspace storage pockets, an’ most 
of your faster-than-light travel uses transwarp, though 
more often than not the people usin’ it don’t even know 
it exists. Every time you use a space bridge, you enter 
transwarp space to move faster’n you can in the material 
plane. Time-travel’s the same deal, though because of 
the power output needed to go against the flow of time 
it’s kinda easy to actually end up in another universe as 
well as a different time. If you use a subspace storage 
pocket, that matter’s in transwarp, connected by the 
energy you’re usin’ to keep it there.”

“This is the short version?” Hubcap quipped.
Scattorshot snapped out of it. “We’re talkin’ hyper-

advanced quantum metaphysics, boys. ‘Simple’ is 
relative.”

“I hate quantum,” Jackpot muttered.
“Y’see, there are millions of alternate universes, which 

the ‘Techs have been observin’ and cataloguin’, floatin’ 
through transwarp space, the nothin’ between ‘em. The 
closer two universes are to each other in transwarp, the 
more alike they are, down to havin’ near-identical incar-
nations of its population. Seein’ as I’ve never seen you 
two before, our home-universes must be kinda far… but 
not too far since we’re all full-machine Autobots.”

 “So, when do we get to go home?” Hubcap asked.
“Oh, that.” Scattorshot paused for a moment. 

“Whenever. You just gotta apply for exit visas, an’ the 
‘Techs will deliver you to your universe of origin… or at 
least an approved alternate reality. Provided, a’ course, 
that you ain’t been designated ‘units of interest’.”

“And I’ll take ‘Ominous Terminology’ for 500 
shanix, ‘Shot.” Jackpot replied. “What exactly is a ‘unit 
of interest’?” 

“Criminals, f’r instance, or entities with technology 
or abilities that the TransTechs ain’t run into before that 
might be dangerous or a threat to planetary security. These 
folks tend to get nailed down ‘til they can be studied and 
declared safe.”

“I’m an Action Master.” Jackpot exclaimed. “Does 
that mean they can hold us until they figure out-”

“What you do to yourself in the privacy of your own 
repair bay ain’t nobody’s problem. Should warn you that 
nucleon’s a controlled substance ‘round these parts, tho.”

“What are you talking abou...” 
“Anyhow. Let’s get on with the tour.”
For hours the three mechanoids explored the upper 

regions of the Axiom Nexus offworlder zones. Scattorshot 
managed, in his own back-woods way, to explain the 
nature of the city and its inhabitants. The whole of the 
planet belonged to the TransTechs but Axiom Nexus was 
subdivided into massive zones where non-TransTechs 
could settle. Most of the offworlder population was made 
up of beings like themselves who had either gotten lost in 
transwarp space or whose travel through it was likely to get 
them lost, rescued by the TransTechs’ cross-dimensional 
bleed filters. TransTechs only lived in the lower-numbered, 
more metropolitan zones as regulations regarding the 
importing and use of advanced TransTech devices into 
the zones made life less comfortable for those used to a 
higher standard of living. Scattorshot compared it to an 
Autobot living among humans: no matter how comfort-
able the surroundings, the accoutrements of modern life 
were simply lacking.

On the same token, offworlders were only granted 
access outside the zones with special permits. The entire 
process struck Hubcap as being highly restrictive and prone 
to massive bureaucratic entanglements. The existence of 
two separate bureaucratic systems, one for the TransTechs 
and one self-imposed by the offworlders, only confirmed 
his suspicions. All the while the three wandered past a 
plethora of mechanoid creatures and even a few organic 
beings. The sheer diversity of the city was mind-boggling. 
Yet something in the way the TransTechs quarantined 
their “guests” set Hubcap’s focus on vague suspicions and 
feelings of unease. 

Halfway through the tour of Zone 3 Jackpot lost 
interest in Scattorshot’s folksy debriefing and amused 
himself by watching a team of TransTech technicians 
and a pack of humanoid beast-creatures. He didn’t bother 
auto-decoding the language of the little armored organics 
and instead focused on trying to interpret their body 
language as the two groups worked to wheel various 
well-restrained alien specimens down a street. From their 
interaction, Jackpot guessed that the small organics were 
selling the alien creatures to the TransTechs, probably for 
use in a zoo or similar exhibition. He was snapped from 
his momentary distraction by a short electronic chirp. 
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Scattorshot raised a finger and activated his comm-link 
for a moment. “Already? Okay, okay, I gotcha...” he said 
aloud. After a brief pause he deactivated his comm and 
turned back to Jackpot and Hubcap. “Welp, that about does 
it. You oughtta be relatively well acclimated by now. Unless 
there’s anythin’ else, I’m needed back at the welcome point 
to explain the facts of life to a self-proclaimed ‘Vehicon 
General’, whatever that means. I ain’t lookin’ forward to 
it.”

“Ok, I think we can handle ourselves,” Jackpot said. He 
shook Scattorshot’s hand and the guide slipped off into the 
crowd, transforming into an armored vehicle as he did.

“I don’t like this,” Hubcap muttered. “I have a bad 
feeling about this place.”

“What’s to worry about? We live and survive every-
where. This is no different than slumming in downtown 
Polyhex,” Jackpot replied with a knowing smirk. “We’ll 
go apply for an exit visa and as soon as it processes we’ll 
be on our way home. In the meantime, I say we enjoy 
ourselves.” Jackpot turned away and began walking in 
the direction of the alien procession. “I wanna check 
out this zoo.”

“But you don’t know where you’re going!” Hubcap 
shouted after his companion. For a moment he paused 
to glance down at his own ID card. “Strength 3...” he 
muttered to no one in particular. “What does that even 
mean?” After a few moments of wondering if he should 
be pleased or insulted Hubcap began following Jackpot 
away from the gate and deeper into the city. 

The Blue Deployer was bustling. The tavern was on 
level 29, nestled in the center of the seediest corner of 
Offworlder Zone 6. Scattorshot had warned Hubcap that 
anything lower than Zone 3 was generally outside of the 
TransTechs’ notice, save for a token police force that not 
only got weaker the further down you went, but seemed 
to operate on its own volition rather than at the govern-
ment’s insistence. After mistaking the bounty reclama-
tion office for a zoo, Jackpot had wanted to delve all the 
way to Zone 9, a place affectionately called “the Heap,” 
where law and order were quaint theories and the United 

Anarchists League reigned supreme. Hubcap had wanted 
to hover in the relative wealth and comfort of Zone 3 and 
maybe try a little hustling. Ultimately, they had split the 
difference. After pushing through open-air markets and 
narrowly avoiding a pack of Mini-Con cut-purses they 
found their way to The Blue Deployer.

The tavern was a multi-functional locale. Faux-
stone floors met gray-brown walls hung with billowing 
ice-blue draperies. Round tables, designed to auto-
matically adjust to the height and physiology of the 
customer, dotted the multi-leveled central area. Private 
booths lined the back and sides of the building and a 
circular stage, presumably used for live entertainment, 
dominated the uppermost floor. The lower levels were 
designed to accommodate basic games of chance and 
skill. The entire area was dimly lit, dank, and slightly 
cold.

“This place is dim,” Hubcap grumbled. “In more 
ways than one. There’s a low-end jamming field, I’m 
nailed down to the standard senses.”

“‘Cap, relax, we’re down where we need to be,” 
Jackpot said, inhaling. “With the people!” 

“Yes, unfortunately, we are also ‘the people’ which 
means we are poor... which means we need rich mechs 
to change that situation... which…whoah... they have 
gambling!”

“Enjoy,” Jackpot said. As Hubcap wandered down 
to the darker depths of the tavern Jackpot wandered 
over to the bar.

Jackpot had only managed to put in his order to the 
automated bartending system when a deep voice caught 
his attention from behind. “Welcome friend, to The Blue 
Deployer.” The voice originated within a large blue 
TransTech. His non-humanoid face seemed jovial and 
at the same time threatening. Numerous sharp plates of 
perpetually shifting metal covered his face. His most 
noticeable feature were a number of transparent cylin-
ders that protruded from his back and shoulders, each 
filled with a softly-glowing pale blue liquid. A palpable 
aura of cold wafted from his body. The vents on the side 
of his faceplate opened, releasing a burst of cooled air 
with a sharp hiss. “I do hope you are enjoying my fine 
establishment.”

“I’ve only been here for a few moments, but it seems 
nice enough, Mister...”

“Oh my, where are my manners today?” the 
TransTech vented again. “Cryotek, owner and propri-
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etor of The Blue Deployer, and master of a number of 
other business opportunities here in the Zones. I make 
it a point to familiarize myself with my clientele, as to 
provide the best possible service.” 

“Swanky. My name is Jackpot... Jackpot the 
Third.”

“Ah... an offworlder with a sense of humor about the 
Guild’s naming procedures. Delightful! A mechanism 
with a sense of humor is half-ascendant already, they 
say.” Cryotek seemed to laugh, though it was hard for 
Jackpot to tell for certain. “Please, enjoy my facilities 
and relax. You are in the finest establishment this side 
of Proximax.” The TransTech leaned in and Jackpot felt 
the temperature drop suddenly. “I fear you might find 
fueling your… habit… difficult around these parts.”

“What?”
“I gather, though, that there are-”
Cyrotek stopped in mid sentence and turned to the 

door. A black and silver mechanoid stood silhouetted 
against the streetlights outside. Jackpot sized the robot 
up silently. The newcomer had no trace of the distinc-
tive TransTech design, but he had only the faintest 
traces of a jet alternate mode. He appeared to be a non-
transforming mechanoid, or possibly an Action Master 

like Jackpot. Next to him was another offworlder, a 
green-and orange being with a sharp, angular design.

“Today’s deliveries are in and unloaded,” the black 
and silver newcomer said without a trace of humor in 
his voice. 

“Very good, Blackie...” Cryotek gestured wide. 
“Come around back, and I shall get you and Backslash 
the outbound deliveries.”

As the two turned to leave the mechanoid Cryotek 
had called Backslash’s gaze lingered on Jackpot for a 
few long, uncomfortable moments. Somewhere in the 
back of Jackpot’s mind a sense of unease stirred for 
a few moments and then disappeared with a swig of 
something called a Botropolis Special.

It had come as a mild shock to find out that 
energon was not a commonly-accepted currency on 
this Cybertron. The planet had never undergone a war-
induced energy crisis and it simply was not considered 
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as important a commodity. For much of the popula-
tion, bartering with energon was seen as “backward,” 
though Hubcap’s audio sensors were quick to detect 
the muttered “barbaric” remark as well. Most simply 
weren’t interested in “money you could eat.” 

The government had instead established a credits 
system for its inhabitants millennia ago. He and Jackpot 
had looked at a government-offered loan shortly after 
the “zoo” incident, and after a perusal of the contract, 
Hubcap was quick to declare, quite loudly and in the 
middle of the crowded credit station, the number of 
ways the institution’s terms were set up to subtly screw 
over the applicant, keeping them in debt for quite a long 
time. 

After a brief discussion with security, the two were 
making discreet inquiries concerning Axiom Nexus’ 
gaming and gambling centers, which had lead them here.

Hubcap smiled at the pile of plastic credit-chips the 
croupier slid in front of him. It might not have been 
as impressively shiny as a pile of energon, but it also 
wasn’t anywhere as likely to explode in his face. A few 
moments later, the pile was back in the hands of The 
Blue Deployer’s staff, as was Jackpot’s, and the fist-
sized personal computer tucked safely in Hubcap’s 
storage compartment registered several thousand credits 
more, ready to use anywhere he liked.

“I gotta give the TransTechs credit… uh… pun 
not intended. Non-combustible currency has a definite 
appeal,” Hubcap said to Jackpot as they walked away 
from the cashier’s booth.

“Well, you keep at the winning streak with that 
stash. Me? I’m gonna check out the roulette.”

“Don’t you want some money to place-”
“I never said I was gonna gamble,” Jackpot smirked. 

“Well, not with money, anyway. Check out the croupier! 
Oh, motherboard! Sleek sportscar styling, silver body 
panels, and I’m a total sucker for racing stripes! Has 
she got a ticket to ride or what?”

Hubcap sighed as Jackpot all but slid his way over 
to the one area he seemed to be endlessly unlucky, not 
that it ever stopped him from trying.

Hubcap peered over his cards. The jamming field 
was at worst a minor nuisance. Any card-sharp who 
had to rely on anything outside the standard range of 
stock audio and video receptors didn’t deserve to win. 
It was all about reading your opponents, not technical 
trickery.

For example, the Decepticon seated opposite him 
on the table. Action Master, and like Jackpot, confident. 
Despite his face being mostly a dark grill beneath a pair 
of optics, there was definite smugness. Clearly a mech 
used to getting what he wanted.

He had a couple of mechs with him, who were 
mostly scanning the crowd. One was some kind of anti-
aircraft tank, its shoulders bristling with long missiles 
and fingers ending in gunbarrels, the other insectile and 
largely organic-looking, visible flashes of electrical 
current coursing under its chitinous armor and a nasty-
looking pair of scythe-like claws hanging off its back. 
The two were more than simply bodyguards or hired 
thugs, Hubcap wagered, as they would occasionally 
take offered drinks, and talk jovially with other patrons 
from time to time, but both stayed close. Hubcap wasn’t 
too worried about them. The Decepticon at the table’s 
bearing told him he was, in a way, honest. Sure, he and 
his pals might stomp your face into the dirt without any 
hint of remorse, but if they did, they would do so for 
a legitimate reason and after other methods of getting 
what they wanted had been exhausted.

The table had been full. Now it was just him and the Action 
Master, and the big pile of chits in the center of the table.

Jackpot wandered over, edging his way behind 
Hubcap and shooting a sly grin at the disinterested 
female croupier just as the Decepticon said “Call.”

“Fullstastis,” Hubcap grinned, laying his cards down.
There was a murmur from the observers.
“Nice. Unfortunately for you...” Gutcruncher 

smirked as he set down his cards. “My hand is in super-
position. Let’s take another look here and... Well, well. 
By observing the outcome of the game, your friend 
there seems to have changed it.” 

“What...?”
“You lose.”
“Unicron’s aft I do!”
The croupier slid a rule card across the table. 

Hubcap snatched it up with a snarl and scanned it, the 
snarl fading to a look of dull dread as he did.
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“How’d we make out?” Jackpot said as he peered 
over Hubcap’s shoulder, trying to read the rule-card. 
“We’re broke,” Hubcap moaned as the croupier slid 
the chips to Gutcruncher. “I had what I thought was an 
unbeatable hand, so I let it all ride. How was I to know 
that he had a hand in superposition?” 

“Are you telling me that you bet our all our credits, 
and all the credits you won with our credits, on a card 
game based around macro-level quantum physics!?” All 
things considered, Jackpot took the loss rather well. 

“It was a good move! I had the isotope decay prob-
abilities all plotted out! But something just threw them 
all akimbo right at the end... right when you walked 
over!”

“What?”
“You did this! You and your insane luck-warping... 

whatever it is, just cost us fifty-three thousand 
credits!”

“Hey, I cause good luck! This isn’t my fault!”
Hubcap got up from his seat. “Good luck is bad luck 

when you’re staring down the superpositioned electron 
shells of a scandium isotope flush!”

“I don’t even know what that means!!”
“It means fifty-slagging-three-slagging-thousand 

slagging credits!”
The two paused, practically nose-to-nose at each other.
“We start fresh then,” Hubcap started in a level tone, 

his anger passed or at least tamped firmly down. “We 
can turn a little spare energon into a little credit. We’ve 
started with less.”

“Right. I’ll hit the scraps table, dice like me.”
“Avoiding the roulette, I see.”
“I like to call it ‘diversifying.’ Gimme a couple 

cycles and we’ll be back in the game.”
“Or, you can take an easier route,” a voice said.
The lightning bug had strolled over, nodding to 

Hubcap with a face full of fangs. “Gutcruncher wants 
to speak with you,” it said, voice lightly crackling with 
electricity.

“Why? He’s got my money. What now?”
“He wants to discuss business.”
“Okay, but Jackpot comes with me.”
“Why?” the insect replied. “He ain’t been invited.”
“He’s my business consultant.” Hubcap’s response 

came fast enough that the bug didn’t argue the point.
Gutcruncher and his associates were seated in one 

of the larger private booths in the back of the bar. As the 

two Autobots approached Gutcruncher smiled behind 
his grill. 

“I won’t mince words. You’ve got skills there, 
Autobot. Skills that could come in quite handy, and 
clearly you’ve got the smarts to use them to your less-
than-honest advantage.” Gutcruncher pulled a thin plastic 
card from a storage compartment in his arm and handed 
it to Hubcap. “I could use a ‘bot like you in my team. 
And I figure I owe you something for taking advantage 
of your bad luck. If you’d like to make back what you 
lost, plus some real walking-around money… come to 
this location tomorrow evening, at Moon-1-apex. Zone 
9. Level 43. Show Calcar this and you’re in.”

Hubcap stared at the card, looking from it to 
Gutcruncher and back.

“Now, if you two will excuse us…”
The two Autobots walked away from the table slowly.
“Trust him?”
“Do I look stupid?” Hubcap replied. “He’s got ‘bad 

scene’ written all over him.”
 “If I might offer some friendly advice, gentlemechs.”
Hubcap and Jackpot both turned to see Cryotek 

standing behind them.
“It might be in your best interests to take Gutcruncher 

up on his offer. With your current… financial state, you 
will find it quite difficult to get ahead again. If you are 
as clever as I believe you to be, I am certain you have 
worked out that a bank loan is not a favorable option. 
And unfortunately for you, I do not run tabs here, so your 
ability to recoup your losses here is severely crippled. 
I fear you will find other establishments… how shall I 
put it… less forgiving.”

“Gee,” Hubcap muttered, turning the card in his 
fingers.

“But Gutcruncher is a very well-connected mecha-
noid, and quite generous to those he lets in his circle of 
friends… and it is a wide circle. I am certain you could 
benefit greatly from his offer.”

“He’s a Decepticon,” Jackpot grumbled. “He’ll 
probably just kill us in front of his pals to prove he’s 
hardcore.”

“Oh, come now... as if such divisions matter to his 
kind. Gutcruncher pledges loyalty only to his cause. 
Mechs of that persuasion are quite predictable. And if 
it makes you feel better, Backslash tends to enjoy these 
sorts of gatherings... I’ll tell him to keep an eye out for 
you if you go.”



10

“You know that bad feeling you had about this 
universe, Hubcap?”

“Yeah?”
“It’s contagious.”
From their small viewing box, the two Autobots 

stared out over the run-down amphitheatre, which was 
already filling up with all manner of mechanoid, with 
pockets of organic and semi-organic beings as well. A 
few familiar forms dotted the crowd, but the bulk of the 
audience was unknown to them. Many were forming 
groups, creating little buffer zones between them, and 
there was a palpable air of unease. Hubcap got the 
distinct impression the groups didn’t really get along, 
to put it mildly.

“There are other Autobots down there,” Jackpot 
muttered.

“Not surprising. We’re no angels, and we’re far 
from the worst our side has to offer.”

“Something’s brewing, and it isn’t good, old buddy. 
I’ve seen good before and it didn’t look like this. This 
is the start of something big and ugly, I can feel it in 
my oil.”

“Yeah. Looks like the TransTechs’ melting pot has 
boiled over and the overcooked scum’s starting to float 
to the surface.”

“Shall we make like a Scraplet and bolt?”
Hubcap paused. “Not yet. Maybe we’re being too 

paranoid. I want to know just what’s going on.” He shot 
Jackpot a little grin. “Then we run for it.”

The lights, already faint, dimmed even more, save 
a single spotlight that focused its beam on a dais on 
the stage ahead. Several mean-looking robots of a wide 
variety of forms, including the two goons from The Blue 
Deployer, took up security positions as Gutcruncher 
made his way to the spotlight.

There was no applause, but the crowd’s multiple 
conversations dwindled to silence, waiting, as if saying 
“Okay, you got us all here. Now, this had better be 
good.”

Gutcruncher pointed to the stands, and his voice 
carried across the theater.

“I see a lot of faces out here tonight... I see a lot of 
faces out there from all over Axiom Nexus!

“I see Destructicons, I see the Free Technorgs 
League, I see the Scourges, and the Destron Boys, the 
WildGuard, the Neo-Mutant Liberators, Beast-Riders, 
Mayhem Attackers, the Malignus Revolutionaries and 
the Junkion Rippers. I see every crook, every rebel and 
every slaghead in the whole of Axiom Nexus! And 
that’s what we’re here to talk about... Axiom Nexus.

“Who owns this city? The TransTechs? Ha! They 
give orders but they don’t make this place run. They 
don’t police the streets, clean the fuel or set up the 
shops! That’s low-tech work.” There was a rumble from 
the crowd “Yeah, you don’t like that word... I’ve heard 
it... I’ve been called it to my face. We are legion, we do 
the work, but they are in charge... and the big question, 
bothers... is why?”

“Power. They have it. And we fight over it without 
ever taking it! Just last week the Lightning Strikers hit 
the WildGuard... the WildGuard hits the Destron Boys, 
the Boys hit the Imperius Legions and the Legions hit 
the Dinobots and it all starts over! Each and every one 
of us, fighting over scraps... little chunks of influence 
and territory... like animals! No offense to my Maximal 
and Predacon friends!” Gutcruncher spread his arms 
wide in a conciliatory gesture as the whole assembly 
broke up in to laughter.

Gutcruncher’s mood changed instantly, spitting at 
the crowd with furor, shocking them silent. “And that’s 
what you are to them! Pets! Beasts in a zoo! Bruticus! 
You have mauled apart dozens of Autobots at home, but 
here you’re just a three-headed lapdog!  Swerve! You 
were a champion of Velocitron’s most dangerous races, 
but here you’re a freak in a cage! Mindset! You won 
glory for your empire, and here you are nothing more 
than a specimen under a slide! This is what you are to 
them! Because they don’t know you!

“But I know you! I am you! Power... fighting over 
scraps... what’s mine, what’s yours... how I can take 
yours to make it mine! But let me tell you the truth, 
friends! All the power is ours, they just don’t know it 
yet!

“I am talking truce... brothers... all of us... united 
against them. No more hitting each other... we only hit 
them. We take their precious transcendental technology! 
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We upgrade ourselves and we show them what power 
really is!

“United in oppression!” he shouted, fist raised in 
the air. “United in vengeance!!”

The crowd rumbled in discussion. Suddenly, a bio-
mechanical robot raised a wicked-looking foreclaw into 
the air and rasped out “United in vengeance!”

Another solid-state Cybertronian across the hall 
joined in. Soon, the entire crowd was chanting the 
mantra repeatedly as Gutcruncher basked in their  
adulation.

Hubcap leaned out the box, optics fixed on the crowd 
below. “I’ll be slagged... we’ve got a front row seat for 
the start of a war. Lucky us.” He groaned and rested his 
forehead against the cold steel of their balcony wall. 
“We are in such deep slag.”

A sudden searing sensation spread across the right 
side of Hubcap’s head. A blinding flash of light forced 
his right optic sensor into shutdown mode and the 
deafening crack of hyper-expanded air collapsing in 
on itself ripped through the box. He hit the floor, head 
swimming, as his sensors came back online. Jackpot 
was staring away from his companion and out over the 
crowd.

“Jackpot... get down, someone’s shooting at us!” 
Hubcap shouted.

“Not us, ‘Cap.” Jackpot said weakly. With one hand 
he drew Hubcap up to peek out over the ledge of the 
balcony box.

The crowd was silent, stunned. Gutcruncher lay on 
his back on the floor of his platform. A smoking hole 
had replaced his head.

“The shot came from the box!” a lone voice 
screamed. “I saw it! Those Autobots did it!”

“We’ve been set up!” Hubcap howled, glancing 
around. “Less than a solar-cycle on a new planet and 
we’re being framed for murder! I’m too well-designed 
to go to prison!”

“I don’t think that’ll be a problem!” Jackpot shouted, 
grabbing Hubcap’s arm and yanking him away as 
blaster fire shattered the balcony wall. “We have about 
15 seconds to clear out before an angry mob, ‘united in 
vengeance’ gets to us!”

Hubcap got his footing as Jackpot dragged him 
along. His sensors caught the telltale hypersonic whine 
of a nucleon engine going into overdrive, and he trans-
formed to vehicle mode in-mid-stride. He gunned his 
motor as Jackpot’s legs began to piston, putting divots 
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in the steel floor below them as the Action Master 
rocketed forward with a burst of speed the likes Hubcap 
hadn’t seen in his friend before.

Jackpot’s assembly linkage burned as he ran full-
tilt down the access tunnel. Terror, combined with his 
nucleon-charged frame, allowed him to keep pace with 
Hubcap’s speeding vehicle mode. Jackpot sometimes 
envied Hubcap’s ability to transform. The current boost 
of strength and endurance granted by his nucleon-core 
might preserve his life, but the ride would have been far 
more pleasant on four wheels. 

He wished they hadn’t left Sights back on Cybertron 
when they started this little unexpected trip. This was 
one of those times when a robot bird who could trans-
form into a photon cannon came in really handy.

The sound of roaring engines snapped Jackpot’s 
attention back to reality. A black jeep-style Transformer 
roughly the same size as Hubcap was closing fast.

“Malignus Revolutionaries! I see the murdering 
scum!” it screamed. The jeep slammed forward and 
Jackpot cried out as the vehicle’s grill smashed into his 
left calf. 

“Hubcap! Swerve left, buddy, left!” Jackpot shouted 
as he stumbled his way upright again.

“That’ll put me right in front of you!” Hubcap 
shouted back.

“Do it!”
A sub-audial tone confirmed several of Jackpot’s 

fears. His rapid flight from the angry mob had already 
drained his nucleon reserves and it would take a few 
cliks for his altered physiology to process his normal 
fuel into more. Soon he would drop back to normal 
speed and he would fall into the hands and claws of 
the angry mob. Jackpot focused his systems and burned 
his remaining nucleon in one powerful leap forward. 
Hubcap drifted under him and the two Transformers 
collided at high speed. 

“Pedal to the metal, ol’ buddy!” Jackpot yelled as 
his hands grasped the corners of Hubcap’s roof.

“We’ve only got a one in three hundred chance of 
pulling this off with your weight on me!”

“Odds are for suckers!” Jackpot shouted.
“And optimism’s for dead mechs! GHAH!!”
Jackpot clung tighter as Hubcap lurched violently 

backward. He looked back to see a black and purple 
robot clinging to Hubcap’s bumper with one clawed, 
wrench-like hand, clearly the jeep that had rammed him 

seconds ago. The mechanoid’s face lacked even a hint 
of humanoid features but behind the featureless face-
plate and wide, visor-like optic sensor Jackpot could 
make out murderous intent, though the plasma blaster 
in its free claw spoke just as clearly.

“Gonna bust you up, fascist!” the robot howled, 
its metal body kicking up sparks as Hubcap drug him 
along. “The Malignus Revolutionary Army takes no 
assassin prisoner!”

“Get a job!” Jackpot snapped. The Malignus raised 
his weapon to take aim just as Jackpot’s foot smashed 
into the robot’s face. With a pained electronic howl the 
dark mech tumbled backward down the tunnel. As he 
fell the toppled mechanoid managed to squeeze off a 
single blast of superheated plasma that narrowly missed 
Jackpot’s raised head and impacted solidly on the tunnel 
roof several meters in front of the fleeing Autobots. As 
the two rushed underneath the shattered metal they felt 
a momentary mist of cold water on their backs.

“Drive faster,” Jackpot whispered. 
A thunderous crack filled the tunnel as an unnoticed 

fluid main, only moments ago breached by plasma fire, 
burst open. A torrent of coolant-grade liquid raged in both 
directions. The panicked screams and enraged howls of 
the approaching mob were soon drowned out by the 
rumble of a ten-meter tall wall of crashing liquid. 

“Hang on!” Hubcap shouted. The tiny yellow sports 
car screamed along the tunnel’s increasingly inclining 
surface as Jackpot clung tenaciously to Hubcap’s roof. 
The two shot upward just as the frothing edge of the 
wave caught up to them, launching them through the air 
on a geyser, knocking Calcar over in the process.

“Whoooohooo!” Jackpot hollered as they soared 
through the air. “We ditched them! We’re home free!”

“We got lucky,” Hubcap said as his tires hit the 
ground.

“Of course we did, I’m here.” 
“Hold off the celebration, because we don’t have 

a home to be free to go to,” Hubcap said. “And keep 
quiet. I’m picking up transmissions.”

“What kind of transmissions?” In the distance, the 
faint howl of sirens rose through the air over the sound 
of the gushing liquid splashing to the ground.

Hubcap put on extra speed. “From the sound of it, 
it’s the police band. Guess what? We’re unarmed and 
dangerous.”

“Well, could be worse.”
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“Any luck?”
Hubcap sighed as he stepped out of the public 

information booth. “No. I tracked down the only other 
Hubcap from our cluster still in this dimension… and 
let me tell you, he isn’t me. Creepy. The other two 
Jackpots are long-gone. So no help from ourselves.”

“What about our friends? Is there a Prime here we 
can talk to?”

“Not that I could find. Word on the street is that 
the TransTechs don’t like Matrix Bearers or Megatron 
doppelgangers… they say charismatic leader-types are 
redirected to other universes without ever setting foot 
in Axiom Nexus.”

“And neither of us has enough cash for one of these 
‘reformatting’ jobs they advertise in Zone 5, so disguise 
is out of the question.”

“The irony is not lost on me.”
“I say we head back to The Blue Deployer. If I 

know a crook when I see one, and I do, that Cryotek is 
nowhere near on the level. He may be able to hide us.”

“Half the zone is looking for us and chances are 
everyone knows we were there. In case you forgot... 
that’s where we lost all that money to the now-deceased-
mech everyone thinks we killed!”

“Right. They’d never think we’d be so dumb as to 
show our faces back there!” Jackpot smiled.

“You’re right,” Hubcap replied bitterly. “Nobody’s 
that dumb.”

“Ah, greetings, gentlemechs... I hope you do not 
take offense that I am not welcoming you back with 
open arms.”

Hubcap and Jackpot mooched through the doorway 
to Cryotek’s parlor. The Blue Deployer had been mostly 

empty, much to Hubcap’s relief. The clientele tonight 
seemed to be little more than a few mechanoids in the 
middle of what appeared to be a pit stop in a race to 
over-energize themselves into oblivion, too wasted to 
notice the Autobots’ arrival.

“We need a safehouse,” Hubcap said, looking dead 
on into Cryotek’s optics.

“Yes, I imagine you would. I have indeed heard tale 
of your... recent events. Did you know there’s already 
a sizable bounty on your heads? Dirge seems to want 
you alive, but will settle for at least sixty percent of 
your carcasses at a somewhat reduced payment.” He 
sighed and peered into a crystal glass, which frosted as 
he picked it up. “And unfortunately, my dear friends, I 
am afraid you will have to look elsewhere for refuge. I 
run an honest business.”

“And I’m Elita One,” Hubcap spat.
“Well, my lady, my business honestly has no 

interest in being burned to the ground by an angry 
mob or in being raided by the police. You two have 
very few friends left in this city, it would seem, and 
far be it from me to stand against the tide of social 
change.” He steepled his fingers in front of him, and 
Hubcap couldn’t help but notice the temperature of the 
room was dropping slowly. “Gutcruncher was a self- 
indulgent rabble-rouser who believed his own press 
releases. Unfortunately, he was a popular self- 
indulgent rabble-rouser and his death has the rabble 
quite roused. Yes, they will turn on each other soon 
enough and all this will be forgotten. But for now, they 
have a martyr to avenge.”

“Right, we know the drill,” Jackpot sighed. “How 
much do you want?”

Despite his lack of humanoid facial features, 
Cryotek managed to convey a look of innocence. “My 
dear offworlder, there is an ancient TransTech saying: If 
you have to ask the price, you cannot afford it. Besides, 
is it not your lack of funds that got you into this predica-
ment? I shall grant you the favor of leaving by the back 
door. Do not think I am unsympathetic. I shall offer 
you another piece of friendly advice. If you can make 
it as far as Widow’s Café Cybertronian on level 40, you 
might be able to sneak into the Heap in Zone 9 and 
hide out with the empties for a few cycles. The United 
Anarchists League might be willing to help you, but all 
the other factions are going to gun for your hides in the 
name of revenge, justice, or plain old profit.”
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“And if we make our stand here?”
“Heh. I do like a mechanoid that gives you his threats 

in simple language. That would be rather… rude, and 
I would be forced to ask Buzzbomb and Backslash to 
perform an etiquette lesson.”

“How do we know you won’t sell us out?” Jackpot 
said. “I’ve seen more to trust in a Sharkticon’s smile.”

“Because collecting rewards on those with prices 
on their heads sends a bad message. I may not like the 
shadows you two cast, but if my clientele cannot feel 
safe here in the Blue Deployer, then I am bound to lose 
it to other establishments, and I would be remiss if I 
let something as simple as momentary greed put my 
sizable staff out of work.”

“You’re all heart.”
“Backslash will escort you out the back way. Do 

come back once your names have been cleared. We just 
added a delicious polonium spritzer to the menu.”

After a long walk through the untraveled back-
alleys of Zone 6 Jackpot formulated and communicated 
a plan of action to his partner. 

“You’re kidding,” was Hubcap’s somewhat predict-
able response.

“It may not be perfect, but it is still a plan, and some 
plan is better than no plan. You always say that, and I do 
listen sometimes.”

“Find the real killer? That’s not a plan. We’re confi-
dence artists, not detectives. We do not find real killers. 
We run from real killers. We very intentionally put 
large amounts of distance between ourselves and real 
killers. I don’t know how much more clear I can make 
this concept. But given your track record today I have 
to ask you one thing: are you insane?”

“Jury’s still out on that one. Any rate, it’s the only 
way to clear us and get us out of here.” 

“What do I look like, Nightbeat?” Hubcap said. “I 
say we get out of here first, and worry about the real 
killer later. This wasn’t one of ours... he’s a Decepticon 
and outside of my own health I see no reason to even 
care about his involvement.”

“I know we tend to be a little under the table, but 
really, a murder rap?” Jackpot turned a corner and 
continued his conversation. “I think we need to beat 
this befo-” 

A collision with a large and very solid object ended 
Jackpot’s sentence abruptly. “Hey, watch where I’m 
going there, bud...” Jackpot took a step back and looked 
up at the machine he had collided with. The TransTech 
was obviously of a jet configuration and was deep navy 
in color. 

The TransTech looked down at the two Autobots 
with a mix of contempt and surprise. Jackpot recognized 
the emblem on the mechanism’s chest. Communication 
codes and language databases were different for every 
world, but somehow law enforcement was always easy 
for him to recognize. The moment a look of recognition 
crossed the TransTech’s face Jackpot hurled a nearby 
waste bin into it and began running in the opposite 
direction, with Hubcap fast on his heels. 

As the police-bot shook the garbage from its face he 
clicked his “jaw” once. The chirp of a communications 
device rang in Hubcap’s head as his extended senor 
array latched on to the police-bot’s signal. “All units, 
suspects sighted at 842.431. I am in pursuit. Over.”

“Jackpot?” Hubcap said as he converted into vehicle 
mode. “Hop on!”

“Way ahead of you!” Jackpot shouted as he once 
again resumed his perch on Hubcap’s roof.

“Great! Now we have to find someplace to hide from 
the gangs and the cops!” Hubcap grumbled. “Hang on 
tight, I’m picking up their chatter and they’ve got a 
half-dozen units on our tail!”

“You worry too much! They can’t catch us! We’re 
the wind, baby!” Jackpot shouted as Axiom Nexus’s 
lights shot past him in a blur. He could not remember a 
time when he felt more alive.

Jackpot and Hubcap stared sullenly at the empty 
desk ahead of them, particularly the embossed titanium 
“Security Administration Officer” placard on it. Two 
cops guarded the door behind them; a blue and black 
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TransTech, and a yellow and umber female offworlder. 
The latter’s bearing swept away Jackpot’s thoughts of 
sweet-talking his way to escape a micro-second after 
they were formed. Outside, a gauntlet of at least two 
dozen security officers of various forms went about 
their duties with a universally grim, humorless look.

“The wind,” Hubcap grumbled.
“You’re the one who listened to me, ‘Cap,” Jackpot 

replied with a sarcastic smirk. “Don’t blame me for 
your mistakes.”

The door slid open with a hiss and another TransTech 
walked into the room. The two figures guarding the door 
saluted as he entered. The mechanoid’s lanky, golden 
form gave the impression of a high-speed pursuit alter-
nate mode, though his body’s TransTech complexity 
gave him the air of a predatory cat. Patches of black 
spots only enhanced the TransTech’s feline demenor.

“Commander Cheetor,” the yellow and umber-
colored offworlder said. “Good day.”

“Good day.” Cheetor didn’t even acknowledge 
the two prisoners as he slid wearily into his seat. 
Holographic images flashed to life on his desk, status 
reports in the TransTechs’ unique script. “Stungun, as 
soon as we are done here, I want units Delta and Bravo 
on security detail in the Offworlder Zones. The assas-
sination has the hornets all shaken up and they’re ready 
to sting anyone in range. On orders from the council 
we’re locking down the offworlders.”

“Yes sir.” The blue and black mech replied. 
“Also... Three very strange mechs have just been 

given over to Alpha Trion,” he said, patently ignoring 
the prisoners in front of him. “Though I’d bet anything 
one or more of them are going to end up a ‘guest’ of 
Military Intelligence. Airazor, assemble a team to keep 
an eye on them... recruit some Freelancers if you need 
to, as I recall their Commandant owes you a few favors, 
so make it happen.”

“Isn’t that Civil Intelligence’s field?” the female 
cop asked casually.

“Yes.”
“Got it,” she replied, not missing a beat. She saluted 

and left the room without another word. The sounds of 
many mechs getting on with data processing filtered 
through the open door behind them.

Hubcap stood and bowed slightly. “Honorable 
TransTech authority figure, I am Hubcap, communica-
tions expert for Optimus Prime of… “ Hubcap glanced 

down at his identification card. “Primax Cluster, 
Universal serial number…” 

“Yes, we know.” Cheetor said impatiently.
“... and this is my partner Jackpot.” Hubcap 

continued, sliding into his seat, a little annoyed at 
having his spiel interrupted. 

 “Mister Cheetor, sir?” Jackpot said, drawing the 
gaze of both Stungun and Cheetor in the process. “This 
is all just a big misunderstanding, so we’d like to just 
make our report and be on our...”

“What my esteemed partner is trying to say, your 
Orderliness...” Hubcap interrupted. “Is that we are 
ready to fully cooperate with the police in your efforts 
to catch the perpetrator or perpetrators of this heinous 
crime.”

“Glib.” Cheetor said slowly. “Glib and funny. Great 
combination, and you said all that waste-oil with a 
straight face. Congratulations.”

Stungun laughed from his place at the door.
“I don’t think you two realize just how much trouble 

you’re in.” Cheetor paused. “This isn’t your homeworld. 
There’s no war here, and a corpse isn’t a casualty on my 
streets. It’s murder.”

“If you scanned us, you’d know we’re incapable of 
having done this.” Jackpot interjected.

“Yeah, we scanned you,” Stungun drawled. “Tough 
guy. Expensive habit you got there... extract from the 
center of a black hole? Well, that ain’t cheap. But 
hey, Gutcruncher did the same stuff. Maybe you had 
history.” 

“What are you…?”
“C’mon, I know how it goes... you’re feeling a little 

downpowered, so you go get a bit of a pick-me-up... 
make yourself a little stronger, a little faster, then you 
go and make someone else a little less alive? What else 
you into? Syk? Chips? Solitarium? Hit a little of the 
Old Fortran at nights?”

Jackpot stared up at the mech, face set. “Are you 
on plugs?”

“Stungun, you’re being rude.” Cheetor said, raising 
a hand. “He didn’t have any contraband when he came 
in. Whatever he did to himself in his own universe isn’t 
our concern.”

“Whoah, whoah, whoah...” Hubcap said, standing 
up again. “Officer… Cheetor, is it? Look. We aren’t 
assassins. We don’t even have the kind of firepower it 
would take to one-shot scrag an Action Master at 500 
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meters.” He held up a plastic card. “Read our slaggin’ 
tech-specs.”

“We have eyewitnesses-” Cheetor rolled his optics, 
putting the same tone to “eyewitnesses” as one would 
“used grease I just stepped in,” “-who say the blast 
came from your box.”

“There had to be someone else there... he was, I 
don’t know... cloaked! What reason would we have to 
kill him?”

“Faction rivalry, over fifty thousand credits and a 
strong aversion to work?” Stungun interjected.

“In front of all his heavily-armed and angry friends? 
We may be crazy, but we aren’t suicidal! It wasn’t us!”

“Of course you didn’t,” Cheetor replied casually. 
“You two might as well know you’ve got quite inter-
esting profiles in our systems. Murder doesn’t compute, 
though. According to my contacts in the Order of 
Bureaucratic Enlightenment you two are more likely 
to try and lie, swindle, bluff, cheat, double-talk or just 
plain improvise your way out of trouble than go in guns 
blazing.”

He leaned in, giving the two a hard look. “But it 
sure as smelt looks at first like you two did it, and that’s 
all the mob needs.”

“I got it!” Jackpot said, brightening up. “Just check 
your tracker-bolt records or whatever and figure out 
who was in our box with us when Gutcruncher got 
scragged!” To illustrate his point, Jackpot pointed at the 
bolt welded into his forearm with a big smile.

“Those are merely ID bolts, not global positioning 
trackers,” Cheetor sighed. “Trust me, if they were, my 
job would be a lot easier. But our negotiations with the 
Offworlder Government and computing resource limi-
tations prohibited such functionality due to expense and 
civil rights issues.”

“Yeah, life’s a glitch.” Jackpot grumbled. 
“Wait… civil rights issues?” Hubcap could not 

help but smile as he turned to Jackpot. “A world where 
someone has to have due cause to search you out? When 
our names are cleared we’ve got to come back. Imagine 
the sca…”

Cheetor raised an eyebrow and Hubcap caught 
himself.

“…aaaaaampering we could do… safe in the knowl-
edge our rights were being protected…” 

“Be that as it may, I am putting you both in protec-
tive custody.” Cheetor said flatly.

“What?! But that will lock us down in one place! 
We’ll be easier to find than ever!” Hubcap gasped, 
standing up.

“That’s a remote possibility. And anyhow, did you 
want to live forever or something?”

“Yes,” the two replied simultaneously.
“Boys, Cheetor is not giving you a choice here.” 

Stungun leaned in close and snarled. 
“Yeah… I guess you’re right, officer. Primus, this is 

just like that one time on Antares 3...” Jackpot said.
“Which time was that?” Hubcap replied sullenly.
“You know… that Terrorcon winged you and…” 
Hubcap’s face lit up for a moment and the room 

filled with the sound of his engine systems roaring to 
life. “I started burning oil… yeah… I remember that!” 
Within a split second thick black smoke began to pour 
from Hubcap’s ankles as his vehicle-mode engine 
churned away at full-tilt. Cheetor’s nearly-biological 
internal systems choked on the cloud as Jackpot leapt 
to his feet.

“Sorry, pops, but we got things to do! Thanks for 
the offer, though!”

Stungun began to cycle through his additional 
senses in search of a detection mode that would fully 
negate the effects of the blinding smoke. Just as he 
settled on electrostatic detection Jackpot burst through 
the smokescreen. The Action Master’s fist slammed 
into the TransTech’s midsection and sent him sprawling 
backwards.

When the smoke cleared, the two Autobots were 
gone. Yelling and a few loud crashes from outside indi-
cated that they’d left something of a mess as they tore 
through the waiting area outside.

“I’ll dismantle them personally, sir!” Stungun 
shouted as he lifted himself from a tangle of broken 
monitors and loose equipment. “I forgot how hard those 
juicers can hit!”

Cheetor coughed and fanned fumes away from 
his face, his battle-mask retracting into his helmet, 
but seemed otherwise unconcerned. “At ease! Please, 
Stungun, don’t take this sort of thing personally. You’d 
think you’d never downloaded a single treatise on 
non-transcendent psychology. Lesser beings are to be 
expected to behave in this fashion.” His face split into a 
humorless smile. “A bruised ego is an offworlder vice, 
you should maintain more composure. I will deal with 
this myself. In the meantime, get some mechs and start 
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watching The Blue Deployer. This whole case has a 
decidedly frostbitten feel to it, if you get my meaning.”

“As you command… Sir.” Stungun left the room 
amid the stench of smoke and the palpable aura of 
disappointment and rage. For a few moments Cheetor 
reclined in his chair and pondered the situation. 

“Giving them a head start?” he asked aloud to the 
empty room. 

There was a slight movement of air, wisps of exhaust 
smoke curling and dancing suddenly. The door to the 
office closed again.

“Too easy!” Jackpot hooted, sitting on Hubcap’s 
roof as they sped through the city.

“Yeah, exactly,” Hubcap replied. “I think they let 
us go. Cheetor and that femme-cop both left the door 
open, and there’s really no way we should have been 
able to get through that crowd. I’m not sure we’re even 
being chased right now.”

“Why would they do that?”
“I don’t know. I don’t really intend to find out either. 

You remember where the Widow’s Café Cybertronian 
was?”

“Wait, you’re following Cryotek’s advice? Are you 
nuts?!”

“Maybe!” Hubcap snapped as he turned a sharp 
corner. “I don’t trust the sparking ice-hole, but I do 
trust ‘honor among thieves’! The Heap’s our best bet 
for now!”

A few lift rides down and several sharp turns later, 
the white edifice of a large, elegant looking building 
loomed in the distance. A simple neon sign identified 
the building as The Widow’s Café Cybertronian.  

“That’s the place!” Jackpot shouted as they drew 
closer.

Without warning a thick cable-tether snapped 
up from the ground in Hubcap’s path and grew taut. 
Hubcap’s bumper rammed into the unyielding metal 
coil and he flipped end-over-end. Jackpot spiraled off 
his roof as Hubcap instinctively reverted to robot mode 

in mid-air. The two Autobots struck the ground hard 
and skidded to a painful stop.

For a few merciful moments Hubcap was offline. 
A sinister, high-pitched voice drew him from the sweet 
embrace of unconsciousness and alerted him to the 
pain that coursed through every linkage and servo in 
his battered body. 

“Oh Autoboooots.... wake uuuuupp!” The voice 
was followed by the ominous click of a pair of powerful 
clamp-like claws. Hubcap looked up to see the black-
and-purple Malignus Revolutionary stalking toward 
him. A pair of mechanoids flanked him on each side. 
Hubcap struggled to his feet to note a similar pack, this 
one lead by a dark-navy and lavender sports car robot, 
coming from the other side. 

“Jackpot... now would be a good time to do what 
the maniac says and wake up.”

Roused by Hubcap’s shaking, Jackpot’s optics flick-
ered back to life. “We’re dead, aren’t we?”

“Not yet... but that might change real soon.”
“Can you transform?”
“I think so.” 
“Do it, I have an idea.”
As the Malignus Revolutionaries closed in Hubcap 

converted back into his vehicle mode. “Hey No-Face!” 
Jackpot shouted. With a sudden burst of nucleon-
powered strength Jackpot heaved his companion’s 
compact vehicular mode over his head. “Catch!”

“Jackpot! No!” Hubcap managed to shout as he 
collided, bumper-first, with the approaching jeep-robot. 
The impact bowled him over and distracted his compan-
ions long enough for Jackpot to barrel through between 
them, grab Hubcap and push.

“This is getting seriously old, Jackpot!” Hubcap 
shouted as he peeled out.

“Roll for it, ‘Cap!” Jackpot howled as he leapt once 
again onto Hubcap’s back. “Berate me tomorrow!”

The two continued to argue over the next thirty 
seconds as they barreled down a series of twisting alley-
ways. The conversation, like their forward momentum, 
was ended by the appearance of a wall in their path. 
Steam belched from vents on the surrounding buildings. 
The cold metal pipes and plates further up produced a 
continual drizzle of moisture that soaked the ally floor 
and deadened the sounds of the street behind an endless 
dripping. 
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“A dead end?” Hubcap lamented as he converted 
back to robot mode.

“This is another fine mess you let me get us 
into,” Jackpot muttered. “I hope you’re pleased with 
yourself.”

“Shhh! Maybe they didn’t see us come in here!” 
Hubcap rasped. 

“There’s the guy that shot Gutcruncher!” a high-
pitched voice shouted from down the alleyway. 

“And there’s the guy that threw a car at me!” another 
voice answered. 

“Hubcap, I estimate we have seconds before they 
scrap us. Do you have any tricks up your glovebox?”

“Not a one. It was nice working with you.”
Seconds later the Malignus gang strode out of the 

darkness and into the “rain.” In the front was the jeep. 
He raised a blaster in one of his hook-like hands. “Die, 
you murdering fascist sludge!

Hubcap alone saw exactly what happened. His 
sensor net gave him a crystal clear view of each second 

upon playback. The jeep Malignus fired. Jackpot raised 
his arms to defend his head…and the plasma blast 
struck Jackpot’s ID bolt.

The plasma blast struck the bolt directly in the center 
and ricocheted off the nearly-indestructible electrum-
alloy casing. The stray blast collided with something on 
a ledge above. A sharp yelp rang out. Every robot in the 
alley looked up as the struck object stumbled against 
some loose panels on the ledge.  The panels came 
crashing down and set off a chain reaction of tumbling 
metal that echoed down a thin side-alley. The original 
object hit ground, splashing into the largest puddle and 
groaned.

The robot barely registered visually. About the size 
of a human, on the visible spectrum it was little more 
than a series of light reflections off its angles, with a 
few dimly-glowing vehicle-mode headlamps and a 
police lightbar. Two faint blue optics fixed themselves 
on the group in front of him.
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“You’re all under arrest,” the nearly-invisible robot 
groaned.

“Oh smelt, it’s a cop!” the sports-car Malignus 
gasped.

“So what?” the jeep growled.
“You want us to ice a cop?!”
“We’re gonna do that anyway!”
“Yeah, but not ‘till Gutcruncher said!”
“He’s dead, 8-track-for-brains!”
Please keep arguing like morons, Hubcap thought. 

He nodded to Jackpot, motioning to a side-alley. The 
sounds of collapsing metal were coming back their way. 
Jackpot grinned as a drainpipe toppled, crashing into a 
flickering neon sign hanging between the Autobots and 
Malignus. The sign snapped its struts and fell.

Without a word, Hubcap and Jackpot each hooked 
a hand under the small cop’s arms, lifting the protesting 
robot off the ground. They took several steps back, 
leaving the puddle of tepid liquid a split second before 
the sign crashed into it.

Hubcap and Jackpot shielded their optics, but the 
howls as electricity coursed through the pool and the 
Malignus robots standing in it assaulted their audio 
sensors for several seconds. When the noise died down, 
the two looked to see the six robots twitching and 
groaning in a smoking pile.

“Insert obligatory electrocution pun, and exit alley 
left,” Jackpot quipped as they hoofed it, still carrying 
the stricken cop. A few blocks later, they finally let him 
go, sitting him against a wall.

“What are you?” Hubcap said, stepping back.
The robot tried to get up, but collapsed again, groaning. 

Jackpot helped him get back into a seated position.
“Special Investigative Officer Detectas. Cheetor 

sent me to keep an optic on you two. Ever since that 
slag-sucking skeezhead Gutcruncher got what’s coming 
to him, the underworld has been nuts... and its you they 
want.”

“He did know we’d run, and he let us,” Hubcap 
muttered. “I’m impressed. You don’t show up on any 
of my extra senses.”

The robot gave a pained but proud smile. “It’s my 
specialty.”

“So, what, he thought if you’d tag along unseen, 
we’d lead him to the real killer?” Jackpot asked. 

“Basically.”

“And it would have worked… except for that stray 
shot. Well, been nice meeting you, pal, but we gotta 
roll.” Jackpot said.

Detectas tried to get up. “Wait-!”
“No can do,” Hubcap replied. “You may be small, 

but lugging you around would still slow us down. I 
dunno if you’d forgotten already, but we have an angry 
mob after us. I doubt they’d care about you, but I’d go 
invisible just in case ‘til backup arrives. We’ll be in 
touch, I hope.”

“Be seeing you,” Detectas said cryptically as he vanished.
“A cop that can turn invisible just happens to be 

following us after someone in our box shoots a noto-
rious criminal rabble-rouser.” Jackpot radioed to 
Hubcap. “What are the odds, I wonder...”

Hubcap was about to reply when a clang from the 
far end of the alley drew their attention.

“Ther-r-r-re they a-a-are!” the jeep Malignus stut-
tered, still jerking a little from his recent electrocution.

“Oh son of a-!” the two Autobots groaned in irri-
tated chorus before taking to their feet.

“Didn’t we just leave this party?!” Jackpot panted 
as they crossed another block.

“We’re almost to the Heap!” Hubcap howled at top 
volume, turning around a sharp corner. “We can lose 
them in there!” He smiled to Jackpot, holding up a small 
device between two fingers as he ran. Jackpot glanced 
ahead and pointed.

The Malignus gang rounded the corner a few seconds 
later in their vehicle modes. The sound of transforma-
tion followed by the roar of Hubcap’s engine could be 
heard heading down a dark tunnel. “This way!” the jeep 
hollered as he gunned his engine.

The pack swarmed into the tunnel. The echoes of 
engine noise were soon joined by the squeal of brakes, 
the sounds of collision, and howls of pain and anger 
which got quieter and quieter.

Jackpot peeked out from underneath a derelict refuse 
hauler, and carefully snuck to the tunnel’s mouth. “I think 
it takes a sudden drop about fifty meters in. Guess there’s 
supposed to be an elevator car there. Whoops! Bon voy-
a-gee!” He grinned. “That was a lucky guess, huh?”

He turned as Hubcap crawled out from their hiding 
spot. “Talk about throwing your voice. Why didn’t you 
use those sonic decoys before?”
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“Because there’s no ‘those’. I only had the one. I 
was going to make some more with our little gambling 
haul,” Hubcap sighed, brushing himself off.

“How long you think we got ‘till they crawl back 
up here?”

“Dunno. So far we’ve been pretty…lucky. The police 
lockdown seems to have kept most of the gangs put, 
and thankfully we’re a lot smarter than those retreads,” 
he grumbled, jerking a thumb at the access shaft.

“So’s rust,” Jackpot replied as they started walking away.
“True. But they’re as determined as they are dumb. 

The drop bought us some time, but I’m not about to 
take it for granted.”

 “Then let’s amscray… to where?”
“Good question,” Hubcap replied as they left the 

alley, carefully looking around. The dilapidated street 
was largely empty, to his relief. “I’m running on ‘E’ 
here both for ideas and energy. You?” 

“I’ve got to rest... I can’t keep burning energon to 
speed-refill my nucleon reserves like this. I’m gonna 
burn out if I keep this pace, if I don’t run out of energon 
first. I need time for the nucleon I’ve got left to regen-
erate on its own, get it to produce a normal energon 
flow again.”

“Let’s use one of these horrible condemned build-
ings for a pit stop,” Hubcap replied. “Hopefully those 
Malidiots won’t think we’d stick too close to here.”

“I’m not sure they think at all.”
The two picked a building a little down the block, 

something that might have been a store at one point. 
A few moments passed in nervous silence before 
the sound of heavy metallic footfalls began echoing 
down the streets. Hubcap held up a hand to alert his 
comrade, listening. Jackpot nodded as Hubcap used a 
series of short hand signals: one mech, walking slowly, 
coming this way. Jackpot focused his internal systems 
and forcibly churned his internal fuel reserves into his 
modified power systems. 

A long shadow slid across the ground and moved 
toward the two Autobots’ position. The flickering 
lighting systems on the main thoroughfare made the 
shadow shift and twitch as its owner, a tall black silhou-
ette against the lights of the city, came into view.  

 “Autobot, I’m not with the gangs,” the mechanoid 
said aloud. “In fact, I’m here to make sure they don’t 
catch you. You might as well step outside.”
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“Looks like we’ve been found.” Hubcap sighed. 
“Step into the light where I can see you first,” he 
demanded to the shadow.

The mechanoid said as he stepped into the halo. He 
was a tall black-and-silver machine with only the faintest 
traces of a jet mode on his body. The two Autobots 
carefully stepped out of the hovel, wary. “Good day to 
you, kind sirs,” the mech said with a nod. “My name is 
Black Shadow.”

Recognition dawned on Jackpot. “You! You’re one 
of Cryotek’s goons!”

“His pay keeps a roof above my head and fuel in 
my engine,” the mech grinned. “But a ‘bot like me 
has expensive tastes. And I object to the word ‘goon’ 
as it implies a level of brute-force thuggery, whereas 
I provide more subtle services. But that isn’t the 
issue. What is important is that I know you didn’t kill 
Gutcruncher, and I can help end this harrowing series 
of events for you.”

“That’s just peachy,” Jackpot replied, voice thick 
with suspicion. “But how do you know all that?”

In the dim light, Black Shadow’s optics glowed 
crimson. “You couldn’t have killed him. Because I 
did.”

“And you’re turning yourself in to save a pair of 
innocent mechs from the scrapheap?” Hubcap inter-
jected hopefully.

“No, I’m ending your lives in a quick and almost 
painless manner.”

“Way to play to the cliché,” Jackpot grumbled. 
“Jerk.”

“You chumps were the perfect patsies... arrogant, 
sloppy and careless. I honestly thought I’d have trouble 
making sure you didn’t accidentally implicate me, 
and then you go and escape from the police!” Shadow 
barked out a laugh. “Once I toss your corpses to the 
gangs, there won’t be any more investigations. You’ll 
take the fall for killing that blowhard, I’ll collect the 
bounty on your heads and get the pay for the initial job, 
the cops will have a dead end, and those moron gang-
clangers won’t be the wiser. Irony is delicious, isn’t it?

“I gotta thank you dregs.” Black Shadow grinned 
and raised his hands, a cannon in each one, and aimed 
at both Autobots simultaneously. “This is going to 
move me all the way up to Zone 1... maybe even get me 
enough scratch to bribe me up a pass to the TransTech 
sectors.”

 “There’s just one little problem,” Hubcap said.
“Oh? What’s that?”
Hubcap pointed to the ground at Black Shadow’s 

feet. “Your shoelaces are untied.”
The words were meaningless, but Black Shadow 

looked downward in reflex without thinking.
“Split up! He can’t follow us both!” Hubcap shouted, 

and the two Autobots darted off in opposite directions. 
Black Shadow fumed over his own carelessness for 

a moment, then grinned. “And once again… you two 
are so very wrong.”

Seals on his body hissed, and the front of his torso 
flipped open. Black Shadow, in his true robotic form, 
leapt from the chest cavity of his Crossformer shell. 
He grinned, checking his handgun… more than strong 
enough to handle that little yellow punk.

“Sic ‘em,” he snarled at the shell.
Both Shadow and his shell took to the air, trans-

formed into their jet modes and rocketed off.

About a block after he began running, Hubcap 
clicked on his communicator. “Hey buddy, I don’t see 
him. Did he follow you?”

“Yeah, he’s after me!” Jackpot’s voice and the sound 
of rapid weapons fire came over Hubcap’s communi-
cator.

A photon charge surged over Hubcap’s roof. A quick 
glance into his rearview sensors confirmed the presence 
of a black jet-like vehicle bearing down on him. 

“I think he’s after me too! Aw smelt, we’re dealing 
with some kind of Pretender!” Hubcap howled as he 
swerved to avoid a blast. 

“Slag!” Jackpot screamed over the radio. “Who 
ever heard of a Pretender with a robotic shell? I hate 
this universe!” 

Charges erupted on all sides of Hubcap as he 
careened wildly down the city streets into more popu-
lated areas. Black Shadow missed by centimeters with 
each shot, which gave Hubcap the distinct impression 
he was being toyed with. It was, in a way, encouraging. 
The longer Black Shadow delayed the kill, the more 
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time Hubcap had to think to stop that outcome alto-
gether, and Hubcap was nothing if not good at quick 
thinking. And if he was lucky, a stray shot would honk 
off a bystander enough to try and shoot the jet down in 
retaliation.

He drove straight on past the warning beacons 
surrounding the level-shaft that connected the upper 
and lower offworlder zones. Just as Hubcap had hoped, 
the pursuing jet-mode assassin made a hairpin turn to 
the right and looped around for a strafing run down the 
vehicle ramp leading lower into the Heap.

Hubcap, however, had no intention of using that 
route. 

Without slowing, Hubcap threw himself into robot 
mode. He immediately slammed backward onto his 
arm-mounted tires, and using his forward momentum, 
pushed hard, flipping over the railing and into the chasm 
used by flying Transformers to navigate between the 
various levels. He fell for two levels before landing on 
the roof of a bluish hover-vessel bearing Decepticon 
markings. The Decepticon’s flight pattern faltered as 
the impact crushed Hubcap’s chest plate and damaged 
the Decepticon’s roof. Both managed to stay conscious 
and, thankfully, airborne.

“What the slag?!” the Decepticon shouted. “What 
do you think you-”

Hubcap smiled maniacally into what he hoped was 
the skiff’s forward optics as he gripped the hull tight. 
“Hi! My name’s Hubcap, and I’ve been rigged with an 
exponential generator!” A sudden high-pitched whine 
began to emanate from him. It was only feedback from 
his various hastily-rerouted audio systems, but he hoped 
to Primus the Decepticon couldn’t tell the difference.

“If you’d be so kind as to take me up to level 29 real 
fast, I can get it removed there and you can be on your 
way in a single piece!”

“Okay,” the Decepticon squeaked.

Jackpot had managed to keep a few steps ahead of 
Black Shadow’s rampaging shell for a few minutes when 
he finally spotted an alleyway too narrow for the jet to 

fly through safely. A quick burst of nucleon-enhanced 
speed took him straight into the narrow passage. He 
found that the alley curved off to the left after twenty 
meters. Unfortunately, another twenty meters later it 
terminated in a dead end.

Jackpot heard the familiar grinding of a Cybertronian 
form-shift and turned to see Black Shadow’s form 
stalking around the corner. Without its wearer the shell 
moved in a stiff, unnatural fashion. 

“Expression of menace and unveiled hostility,” the 
shell hissed.

Jackpot sighed as he eased himself along the wall, 
which he noted was cruelly bereft of any convenient 
doors or windows he could leap through. “Great… an 
autonomous artificial intelligence.” He had hoped that 
the Pretender’s focus would be split between control-
ling both the shell and his own body. The presence of an 
AI program meant Hubcap was the sole target of Black 
Shadow’s attentions. While Jackpot guessed this would 
be to his favor, it meant his luckless best friend was 
alone against the full capabilities of a trained assassin.

“Ironic yet mean-spirited quip,” the shell replied 
as it stalked forward. While its vocabulary files were 
clearly incomplete, the shell made a show of cracking 
its knuckles. “Statement of sadistic anticipation.”

“Okay, you literally empty-headed pile of scrap… 
I’ve never met a drone I couldn’t crack!” Jackpot focused 
his internal reserves and threw a nucleon-powered 
punch straight at the approaching mechanism’s chest. 

The shell slid deftly to one side and caught his arm 
with one hand. Jackpot felt his momentum turn against 
him as the shell threw him back against an alley wall. 
“Confident boast, dismissive insult.”

“Oooof… heh… nice to uh… meet you?” Jackpot 
said as the shell closed in.

By the time Black Shadow was able to resume his 
pursuit Hubcap had managed to steer his makeshift 
hostage to Zone 6. A pained transformation later and he 
was wheeling loudly through the dank streets. Lightning 
flashed and a thin drizzle of rain poured from the simu-
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lated sky on the dome above. The Zone was popular among 
organics and artificial weather was well within the grasp 
of the Transtechs’ advancements.  Hubcap hoped the 
simulated downpour would slow his pursuer. 

Weapons fire from the pursuing Black Shadow 
smashed in walkways and shattered Hubcap’s hopes 
along with nearby windows. The blasts narrowly missed 
the fleeing Autobot.

“You’ll have to do better than that to catch Hubcap!” 
he blared loudly through his external speakers. 

“If you feel you can annoy me to death, you are 
mistaken, Autobot! I can keep this up all day, but it’s 
getting boring!” Black Shadow shouted back. A quick 
volley of weapons fire caught Hubcap just under the 
rear bumper and sent him tumbling to the ground in 
robot mode. 

A few moments later Black Shadow hauled Hubcap’s 
battered form from the rain-slicked ground. “And now, 
I am going to shut you down for good.”

“An’ what exactly be goin’ on here?” a booming 
voice inquired in a thick brogue.

Black Shadow turned to see a gigantic drill-armed 
earth-mover robot standing several meters away, 
towering over them. Gathered about his feet were a 
bunch of Malignus Revolutionaries – how many of 
them were there? – and a motley band of other gang 
members. Hubcap noticed that the crowd was led by the 
insect who had been part of Gutcruncher’s party at The 
Blue Deployer.

“You smashed up our turf good, prettybot,” the bug 
growled, pointing a claw at Black Shadow. 

“Ahh… just the mechs I wanted to see,” Black 
Shadow grinned. “I had planned on coming here anyway, 
but this little glitch lead me on a merry chase and saved 
me the trouble. Get that bounty ready, Dirge, because 
I’ve brought you Gutcruncher’s assassin.” With that he 
hurled Hubcap into a puddle in front of the gang.

The crowd surged forward, but Dirge let out a sensor-
splitting shriek and spread his arms wide, electric bolts 
shooting from his fingers, forcing them back. He gave 
them a nasty glare and stepped forward slowly, turning 
his head back to scan Hubcap.

 “You sure did… Blackie,” Hubcap smiled. “You 
sure did.”

“…my name is Black Shadow… I believe that you 
didn’t kill Gutcruncher. You couldn’t have killed him. 
Because I did.” Black Shadow’s voice echoed.

Hubcap wished he had a way to digitally preserve 
the look on Black Shadow’s face at that second. And 
print copies.

“You chumps were the perfect patsies… And once I 
toss your corpses to the gangs there won’t be any more 
investigations,” the recording continued. “And those 
moron gang-clangers won’t be the wiser.”

“Never monolog in front of a guy whose memory is 
backed by audio logs,” Hubcap grinned maliciously as 
he scrambled out from between Black Shadow and the 
mob. Once clear he held up his ID card for all to see. 
“And really, you should have known better… if you’re 
out to screw with a guy you really ought to read his tech 
specs.” 

“You’re going to believe audio recording?” Black 
Shadow shouted to the mob. “Any protoform could 
fake something like that!”

“That may be,” Hubcap replied as he pulled a storage 
chip from a panel in his hip. “But could any proto-
form produce video of you gunning down Gutcruncher 
with a maser cannon? My sensors are top-notch; I was 
recording you the whole time!”

The crowd began to murmur anxiously. Dirge 
cocked his head to one side and watched intently as 
Black Shadow’s look of shock melted into a smirk. 
“That only proves you’re full of slag. I use photon 
blasters, not maser cannons.”

Lightning flashed behind Dirge’s optics. “You’re 
right, the Autobot is full of slag…” He hissed and shifted, 
transforming into a hideous mantis-like creature before 
letting out another cry. He unfurled his wings which 
sent a spray of water into the air. “I was there. No maser 
pulse killed the boss! It was a photon charge!” 

“Gotcha,” Hubcap said with a smirk. Black Shadow 
let loose a howl of primal rage and drew his photon 
cannons on the yellow Autobot. The attack went wide 
as Dirge knocked the unbalanced assassin to the ground 
with a scissor-like swipe of his serrated forelimbs.

“The Malignus Revolutionaries take no assassin 
prisoner!” the lead Malignus screamed as the gang 
broke into a full run. Black Shadow’s howl of rage and 
pain was cut off by the roar of the mob as they leapt on 
him. Hubcap winced as the crowd parted long enough 
for the colossus to bring one drill-arm down in an earth-
shaking blow.
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Jackpot groaned and threw another nucleon-
enhanced punch. The shell swerved and kicked, catching 
Jackpot in the midsection and throwing him across the 
alley.

His internal computer bleeped a warning as he picked 
himself up, coughing up oil. His nucleon reserves were 
dry yet again. Even with it, Black Shadow was kicking 
his bumper. Now… he was dead.

Black Shadow’s shell lifted his cannon and pointed 
it at Jackpot’s head. “Clever farewell,” it announced. 
But instead of pulling the trigger, the shell suddenly 
shuddered and clutched its head within its hands. 

“System failure,” the shell hissed. “Initiating trans-”
There was a loud crack as the shell fell to the ground 

and burst into flames, accompanied by a horrible hissing 
noise as acrid smoke billowed from its head. Jackpot 
stood in disbelief for a few scant seconds before finally 
collapsing from exhaustion. 

“Well, that was lucky,” he mused, opening his com 
channel. “Hubcap, you there? Old pal? Are we live?”

“My friend… we are live,” the reply came, full of 
Hubcap’s usual assurance.

After a few moments of staring into the greasy 
simulated sky that was smeared across the dome above, 
Jackpot rose to his feet. He smiled and strolled out of 
the alley. His confident stride was only interrupted when 
he hit his forehead on the end of Airazor’s shoulder 
cannon.

“Don’t even,” she growled as he opened his mouth 
to say something cute.

All in all, Cheetor mused as he looked over the 
reports, it had not been a bad day.

His investigators had finally managed to track 
down Gutcruncher’s body and sent back readings, and 

it had taken the forensic department only a few cliks to 
determine that Black Shadow’s weapons, now in police 
custody, were the ones to kill him. Hubcap had also 
turned over the audio logs of Black Shadow’s confes-
sion, and they were declared to be the genuine article.

The little yellow Autobot was sitting in front of his 
desk once again, this time looking smug. His Action 
Master partner was leaning back in his chair, relaxing. 
Cheetor ignored them and continued to re-read the 
reports.

The investigators had also uncovered a cache of 
contraband technology among Gutcruncher’s holdings, 
military-grade hardware that was illegal for even 
TransTech citizens to possess, let alone offworlders, 
corroborating Hubcap and Jackpot’s stories of him 
prepping offworlder malcontents for a war on the 
TransTech society. The black market squad was going 
to be busy for quite a while… and a very ugly battle 
had been averted, one that would have assuredly gone 
bad for all offworlders once the military had sorted out 
the rebels.

Furthermore, they had several members of the 
mob in the cells now, held on charges for the murder 
of Black Shadow and the attempted murder of Hubcap 
and Jackpot, and a lot of other charges pending for after 
they’d sorted out all the possibilities. There were excep-
tions, of course. The Gigantion was in vehicle impound 
with a mode-lock attached. Cheetor was certain they 
were going to get some very interesting stories out of 
them, along with names and addresses, once a little 
persuasion was applied.

And Detectas was recovering from his injury nicely, 
and would be back to fully-operational status before 
solar apex.

In theory, the case was closed, as far as the upper-
world bureaucrats were concerned.

But something Black Shadow had said in Hubcap’s 
recording stuck in his mind. I’ll get the pay for the 
initial job.

There was also the issue of Black Shadow’s 
Crossformer shell. It had been rigged with an explosive 
capsule containing Scraplet digestive acid and unstable 
solitarium, which blew when the control signal was cut 
off by Black Shadow’s death. The deadly cocktail had 
completely dissolved the shell’s head… and its data 
core. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility Shadow 
could have done that himself, but why? The shell was 
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the perfect place to transmit one’s consciousness and 
spark should the main body go into critical failure, and 
it certainly had the technological advances to do that.

The real Shadow’s head was also missing. He knew 
that various members of the mob had gotten away when 
riot control had arrived. Someone had to have picked it 
up and gotten away with it. Someone who didn’t want 
the police performing any invasive datatrax recoveries 
on Black Shadow.

I’ll get the pay for the initial job.
Who had hired him to kill Gutcruncher? And for 

that matter, Gutcruncher’s data core had been vaporized 
as well. Granted, a good head-shot was one of the more 
sure-fire ways of snuffing out a Cybertronian’s spark, 
and in isolation might not have raised Cheetor’s suspi-
cions. But he knew to his core someone was covering 
tracks with all this.

He sighed and stood up. He walked right past 
the two offworlders without a word, and, nodding to 
Stungun, made a show of activating the security alarm 
and closing the door behind him as he left.

“Ah, Commander Cheetor, a pleasure to see you 
again. I do hope this is a social visit rather than an occu-
pational one. I am quite eager to get more feedback on 
our new polonium spritzers. Might I offer you one? 
Fine ingredients, brought in all the way from Quartex, 
you know.”

Cryotek radiated innocence from every circuit. It 
was a talent that Cheetor found particularly annoying.

The Blue Deployer was quiet. The presence of half 
a dozen police officers tended to make the clientele 
intensely focused on their drinks.

“You employ an offworlder mech by the name of 
Black Shadow?”

Cryotek gave a weary sigh. “Ah, yes. Our resident 
shadowy mech from a shadowy planet, I admit, but he 
is quite adept at handling a rowdy crowd and undesir-
able customers. He is also adept at lifting heavy objects 
and wandering off when he should be unloading the 
delivery tram. What has he done now?”

As if you don’t know, Cheetor thought. “He’s dead,” 
he replied, opening his palm to project an image of what 
little remained of the Decepticon.

The icy TransTech reacted with little more than a 
raised brow. “I had warned him that his proclivities 
would cause him to reach an unfortunate end. And quite 
a messy one too, as I see. But youth, well, they simply 
do not understand the dangers of such recklessness. 
Forgive my morbid curiosity, Commander… How did 
this occur?”

 “He was torn apart by an angry mob once they 
found out he assassinated Gutcruncher and framed a 
pair of offworlders for it.”

“Indeed? Most unfortunate all around. Gutcruncher 
was quite the popular mech… quite a big spender at 
times. I shall miss his passionate screeds and predilec-
tion for high-profit-margin fuel mixtures.”

I bet he was, Cheetor thought. What he said, though, 
was “Do you have any idea why Black Shadow would 
have killed Gutcruncher?”

“Not the foggiest. The psychology of our transient 
population is quite difficult to understand at times, all 
filled with unstable emotions and passions and such.”

“Are you sure? Black Shadow wasn’t a cautious or 
creative model, as I recall, though he certainly thought 
he was. Are you sure he didn’t say something about 
it around you? Perhaps you may have caught wind of 
someone putting the idea in his heads?”

 “Oh, I am sorry, but nothing comes to mind. 
Perhaps he was one of the many who owed Gutcruncher 
some sizable debt and he chose to make his payments 
in photon charges. I do not make a habit of inserting 
myself into my employees’ personal matters so long as 
they do not impact the smooth running of my establish-
ments. Black Shadow’s actions, while indeed unforgiv-
able, were entirely his own to the best of my awareness. 
I assure you that had I been aware of my employee’s… 
moonlighting, I would have terminated him post-haste 
and brought the matter to the attention of the proper 
authorities.”

Cheetor said nothing, and simply stared into 
Cryotek’s optic bar for several moments.

“I would suggest… Mister Cryotek, that you 
take the time to insert yourself into your employees’ 
personal lives from here on out. You’d be surprised the 
kinds of things people see them doing.” Cheetor turned 
and walked from the bar in silence, his troops trailing 
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behind, one or two looking a little confused and disap-
pointed.

As Cheetor left The Blue Deployer, Backslash 
emerged from his spot at back of the room, idly fingering 
an energon blade. “The cop has a mouth on him, an’ I 
don’t like the implications he’s insinuatin’.”

“Please, Backslash, leave the thinking to the 
professionals.” Cryotek chuckled. “For most everyone 
involved, this series of unfortunate events has a happy 
ending, even if Cheetor has to make a show of ‘giving 
me the business.’ No good would have come from 
Gutcruncher starting that foolish war. The TransTechs 
would have won, there is no question. They’d have 
swept through the Offworlder Zones of Axiom Nexus 
like a fire, leaving nothing behind but ashes, raw slag… 
and martial law. Instead of our valiant yet under-
staffed police force and the… eh-heh… questionable 
vigilantes of the Guilds, there would be thousands of 
soldiers exploring every nook and cranny, keeping a 
very close watch on everyone… me, you… and yes, 
even Cheetor.

“Order is all well and good, Backslash. Without it 
we are but savages, as so many alternate Cybertrons 
have shown. But too much is bad for business. And 
the military police’s version of it is all that and more.” 
Cryotek turned back to the bar. 

Backslash nodded enthusiastically. “You said it, 
boss.”

“Yes, I did. Now stop looking up half the words I 
used in that infernal onboard dictionary of yours and 
see that none of the dealers are skimming the till.”

As Backslash skulked away, Cryotek’s faceplates 
shifted into his equivalent of a smile.

All in all, he mused, it had not been a bad day.

Hubcap and Jackpot stood in the center of a large 
metallic chamber as Cheetor removed their ID bolts with 
a device that looked something like a cross between a 
pistol and a tuning fork. 

“Not that I’m unappreciative, but what’s with the 
speedy exit-visa?” Hubcap asked suspiciously. “Aren’t 
those supposed to take ages to process?”

“Especially when you don’t apply for them?” 
Jackpot added. 

Hubcap had seen and delivered a lot of level, 
emotionless stares. Cheetor’s could have won prizes. 
“Simply put… you’re undesirables. We’re shipping 
you back to your home universe.”

“I’ll have you know that lady-cop Airazor would 
disagree,” Jackpot said with a smug grin. 

“No I wouldn’t!” a voice from the outside of the 
chamber shouted back. “Go home!”

Cheetor stepped back out of the chamber as the 
protective shield rose into place. “Well, ‘Cap, at least 
we’ll be back on familiar turf,” Jackpot sighed, putting 
his hands behind his head casually and looking to the 
ceiling. “Scamming the Polyhex elites or selling junk-
tech to humans for ruby crystals.”

“Depends on where we wind up,” Hubcap replied. 
A look of sudden realization crossed his face and he 
turned to face Cheetor on the other side of the shield. 
“You are putting us back on Cybertron or Earth, ri-”

Cheetor smiled as the two popped out of existence 
in a burst of transwarp energy.
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AFTERWARD

The capital city of Zoruul belched lurid flame and 
brackish smoke that blotted out the twin moons in the 
night sky. The small, bluish-green Zegrins ran from one 
collapsing building to another, seeking shelter from the 
architect of their downfall. The massive red-and-tan 
mechanoid had fallen from the sky less than a week 
ago but had already created a wake of destruction that 
covered half of their second largest continent. Nothing 
seemed able to stand against its weapons or could match 
its harrowing alternate shape, a tread-bearing ground 
vehicle likes of which the Zegrins had never seen.

“Flee, puny fleshlings!” the mechanical terror 
bellowed as its hip-mounted cannon shattered the 
Temple of Xoul’kol. “Flee the might of Killzone and 
the Decepticon Imperium!”

Yurgeth, high priest of Xoul’kol the Protector, stood 
helplessly before the iron monstrosity. A fallen statue of 
the deity had ironically pinned his tail to the ground, 
leaving him helpless before the star-born demon.

Just as Yurgeth braced for the unholy fire Killzone 
belched from his cannons, there was a brief flash of 
blue-white light in the sky followed by a pair of echoing 
screams of surprise or terror. With a terrible crash two 
metallic forms smashed Killzone into the ground and 
pinned him in a disorganized heap.

“Where are we?” the golden one groaned as it 
picked itself up.

“How should I know?” the black one replied. “That 
lousy screw just dumped us on whatever planet was 
convenient!” It looked into the sky and shook its fist. 
“Thanks a million for nothing!”

“O great machines from the sky!”  Yurgeth shouted 
as soon as he was able to find his voice. “You have 
delivered us from the monster called Killzone!” 

The golden being tapped his companion’s shoulder, 
whose head jerked down. “Would ya look at that… it’s 
a little blue lizard in a big hat,” it said, staring down at 
Yurgeth. 

“And I’m willing to bet this Decepticon that broke 
our fall is their ‘Killzone’,” the golden one replied. It 
got to its feet and dusted itself off. “Yeah, we did at that. 
Greetings, my name is Hubcap, and this is my partner 
Jackpot. You’re welcome. Where are we?”

“You are in Zoruul, capital city of Zegris,” the lizard 
said as it genuflected. “Please, are you to bring more 

terror as he did? If so, kindly strike us down in a more 
painless and efficient fashion, for we are running out of 
places to pile the rubble and the screams are disturbing 
the rest of the untouched.”

The two giants gave each other odd looks.
“Oh, no, no. We’re friendly types,” Jackpot said, 

waving his hands.
Killzone let loose a low moan, and Jackpot 

brought his elbow down hard, silencing the groaning 
Decepticon.

“Your large-hattedness… do you have a subspace 
radio or starships or something like that?” Hubcap 
asked, scanning the smoldering horizon as more Zegrin 
peeked out from their hiding spaces.

Yurgeth was surprised by the question, but recovered 
quickly. “Oh, I dare say we have very little like that. We 
did land a Zegrin on Zo’Etha… that’s the closer of our 
moons… two years past.” He looked up, the image of 
earnest helpfulness. “Does that count?”

“Not really,” Jackpot sighed. “Hubcap, depending 
on where in the galaxy we are, it could take months, 
even years for a normal distress signal to reach an 
Autobot com relay.”

“Maybe this Killzone goon has a ship with a radio, 
Jackpot.” Hubcap turned to the small lizard, and lifted 
the statue pinning its tail. “Did Killzone come in a 
ship?”

Yurgeth massaged the bruise the fallen masonry 
had left, looking back and forth between the two metal 
goliaths. They didn’t seem very interested in death 
and destruction. “Thank you, o confusing one. Not as 
such… it landed in several pieces. One of them smashed 
an orphanage… that fell over and burned down an art 
museum.”

“Cheery image. There goes hope for a working 
subspace radio,” Jackpot grumbled. “Hey, why was 
Killzone here, anyway? This place seems a little… 
well, no offense… low-tech for a Decepticon to bother 
with.”

“No offense taken, o dismissive one! He came for 
our rocks.”

“Your rocks?”
“Well, not all of them. Just the squareish ones that 

glow and explode if you hit them too hard or bring fire 
near them.” The priest sighed. “Once they were deep 
in the ground, of no bother, but storms and earthquakes 
keep bringing them to the surface! They cause no end 
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of troubles! Disrupting farming, making our mines 
treacherous, and now attracting monsters from space!” 
Zegrins all over suddenly ducked back down. Yurgeth’s 
skin turned pale as he realized what he had said.

“Monster! Just the one you so valiantly defeated, 
o mighty and merciful hopefully-not-killing-me ones!” 
Yurgeth pleaded frantically, head to the ground. When 
fiery death failed to come for him, he risked a look 
upwards.

The two machines were staring at each other without 
saying a word.

“Your large-hattedness…” Hubcap began slowly. 
“How many of these rocks do you have?”

The priest swallowed, waiting for the flaming death 
to begin anew. “Thousands, maybe millions of tons.” 

The two machines smiled.
“Aren’t you glad you’re my friend?” Jackpot 

smiled.
Hubcap turned to the priest. “I tell you what… My 

friend here is going to try and radio home so someone 
can come pick up ourselves and this Killzone character.” 
He caught the Zegrin’s look of panic. “Friendly ones, 
like us, and some who can even help you rebuild.”

He smiled warmly. “And while we’re waiting for 
them to arrive, we’ll work up some plans to remove 
all these horrible deadly rocks from your planet… and 
as we’re such generous beings… we’ll do it all free of 
charge.”

END


