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Chapter One

JUNKYARD AMBUSH!

Standing in a huge junkyard in the Nevada desert, surrounded by piles of wrecked cars and trucks, Ironhide knew a fight was coming. He just didn’t know when.

A living robot with bright blue optical receptors and black-and-silver metal plating, Ironhide was from the planet Cybertron. He was also a friend and follower of Optimus Prime, the leader of the Cybertronian faction known as the Autobots. Because Ironhide’s sensors included night-vision optics, he could see everything in the darkness clearly. As he surveyed the ruined machinery and twisted scraps of metal all around him, the hulking Autobot didn’t bother trying to determine which vehicles had been used until they were damaged beyond repair and which had wound up in the junkyard because of human neglect. He was just glad that none of the ruined machines had ever been alive, because then the forlorn resting place would have been a real graveyard.

Still, he thought, it sure looks like a graveyard.

Ironhide didn’t believe in ghosts, and very few things in the universe scared him. But he didn’t like the idea of fighting in an area filled with so much battered and forgotten scrap metal. The sight brought back too many harsh memories—memories that he didn’t like to think about.

The scarred old Autobot shook his broad head. Enough stinkin’ thinkin’. There’s work to be done.

He took a cautious step forward. He had oiled his joints so he could move quietly, but it was impossible to make himself entirely noiseless. He looked around. Although it wasn’t uncommon for rats and other vermin to live in junkyards, Ironhide was not surprised that he didn’t see any. He was certain that he was the only living thing within the confines of the junkyard’s rusty metal fences.

But he was also certain he was not alone. He knew he was being hunted.

Ironhide took another step forward. The impact of his giant metal foot on the ground caused a nearby pile of bent and twisted car doors to bounce slightly. Out of casual routine, he performed a quick check of the primary weapons built into his metal body. His arm cannons, missile launchers, and megabazooka were all operational. Satisfied with his weapons status, he then checked his other systems. His optical, auditory, and olfactory sensors were all operating normally. They didn’t detect any traces of another entity in the junkyard.

The ancient Autobot didn’t like the fact that his sensors hadn’t turned up anything. From extensive experience, he knew that he was in for trouble, that he was about to encounter something not only unexpected, but also very dangerous.

All righty, then, Ironhide thought as he curled the fingers of his right hand into a metal fist. You wanna play hide-and-seek? I know that game. And I know you’re not gonna like it when you lose.

Servos whining, Ironhide broke into a trot among the stacks of crushed vehicles, and he crossed the length of the junkyard in twenty seconds. He reached a gap between a row of junked parts and the surrounding fence and quickly turned his scarred head left, then right. Broken glass and metal glittered in the moonlight, but his scans didn’t find anything resembling a caution or a hazard.

Not a single thing worth blasting.

The junkyard was like a huge maze. Ironhide turned right, arm cannons held in front of him. Another long pathway lined with piles of smaller metal scrap awaited him—old washers and dryers, bicycles and shopping carts. The path was broken here and there by spaces big enough for a forklift… or a Cybertronian.

Keep your cool, Ironhide told himself. It’s just like Ky-Alexia, or the Tangles back on Gorlam Prime. Those battles turned out fine.

Moving quickly, the massive Autobot jogged from row to row, amplifying his sensory input each time he had to peek around the corner of a stack of wrecked parts. Again and again, the outcome was the same. No matter where he looked, he found nothing. Out of sheer annoyance, he almost said out loud, Come out, come out, wherever you are!

But then Ironhide heard a faint noise. If he hadn’t set his auditory inputs to maximum sensitivity, he would have missed it entirely. He thought it sounded like metal on gravel and dirt, but he couldn’t tell which direction it had come from. Only after he turned his head quickly to the right and then left did he realize that the noise must have come from behind him.

A millisecond later, he didn’t have any difficulty hearing the roar of a missile launching or sensing that it was approaching fast, straight for the back of his head.

Ironhide threw himself flat against a pile of scrap metal. A brilliant streak of fire burst through the area of space where his head had been just a split second before. The intensity of the missile’s trail scrambled his optical sensors, filling them with static and leaving him unable to see clearly, but he heard the missile scream straight into a stack of late-model fender bender victims. The missile detonated, sending shards of metal and glass and plastic flying in all directions.

On second thought, Ironhide mused, Ky-Alexia was no picnic.

His leg servos screaming, the Autobot blinked and tried to adjust his vision as he threw himself backward, aiming for whomever or whatever had fired the missile at him. Flipping through the air, he landed on his hands, then shoved off the ground, hoping his feet would connect with his attacker. And when his feet did connect, he felt the satisfying impact of metal on metal, and he instinctively knew that he hadn’t just hit a stack of crushed cars.

Found you!

Ironhide bounced off the thing he’d hit, then rolled into an upright position and unleashed his arm cannons to shoot a barrage of projectiles. As he turned and fired, the static faded from his visual field, allowing him to see that his enemy was an unmanned robotic tank with a dull black exterior. And much to his regret, he also saw that his arm cannons had fired too high.

The tank had two treads, one in back and one in front. The armored vehicle was topped with a low turret that held a single long gun barrel. Ironhide automatically scanned the tank, registering that it had a nonreflective surface that gave off minimal heat. The tank was invisible to a wide range of sensors, and it was especially hard to see at night.

Clever, Ironhide thought. But I see you now! He opened fire. Although his first cannon shots had missed, his second barrage hit the base of the tank’s turret, knocking the tank backward a few feet and leaving dents and scorch marks. But the turret kept turning, trying to put the Autobot back in the tank’s sights.

Tough armor. But not this tough! Ironhide rapidly cycled his weapons, replacing his right arm cannon with a missile launcher. Responding to his electronic command, his forearm’s metal parts began to slide and retract as other parts extended, reshaping themselves into a missile-launcher configuration. Unfortunately, his parts were still shifting when the tank fired again.

Ironhide threw himself hard to one side, bracing himself for an explosive impact. But instead of getting what he’d expected, he received another bright flash of fire that blinded him again. He rolled across the dirt, blinking as he tried to put distance between himself and the tank. When his optics cleared a moment later, the tank was gone.

Ironhide looked at the ground and saw tread marks leading off to the left. His sensors determined that the tank had fled in the same direction from which it had come. Missile launcher ready, he followed the tread marks, but they disappeared in a stretch of gravel and dirt that looked completely undisturbed. Only the tank’s initial burst of speed had left tracks that Ironhide could follow. He continued to the next gap between junk piles, but the tank was nowhere in sight. Evidently, the tank was as stealthy as it was fast and well armored.

Okay, Ironhide thought, gotta admit: I’m impressed.

Wanting to view the area from a higher vantage point, the Autobot diverted maximum power to the servos in his legs and leaped thirty feet into the air, sensors dialed for maximum sensitivity. He spotted the tank moving up another gap between piled junk, but the tank saw him, too, and responded by firing another missile.

The missile zoomed past Ironhide’s right shoulder, close enough that he felt the heat from its exhaust. He tumbled to the ground, landed heavily, and prepped his missile launcher as he sprinted around a heap of rusting car doors to emerge at the end of the row where he’d seen the tank. Finding his target, he opened fire, aiming for the turret. He’d expected the tank to take evasive action or to retreat. Instead, the turret plunged swiftly, ducking into its own body as it lurched forward to intercept him. Ironhide’s missiles streaked over the tank’s sunken turret and struck a section of the distant fence. As the fence turned into an explosion of smoke and broken, sparking wires, the tank collided with Ironhide’s metal midsection, knocking the Autobot off his feet and onto the tank’s black hull.

Ironhide tried to shove himself free from the tank, but his hands only slid against its smooth surface. As he struggled to find a grip, the tank rose up on its back treads, folded its front section down to place the turret on the central front area of its outer frame, and shifted its form so it appeared to be rising to a standing position before it came to a sudden stop. Ironhide fell backward as the tank motored into reverse on its lower treads, pulling away from him. As he rolled across the ground, he glanced at the tank to see that it was readjusting its turret back up to take aim at him.

Before the tank could fire, Ironhide sprang forward and tackled his opponent. He lost his footing in a loose stretch of gravel and wound up being dragged along as the tank continued to scramble in reverse. The tank swerved around a wrecked truck, whose grille clipped the back of Ironhide’s left hand. The impact jarred his hand free, and he flailed for a better grip on the tank until his fingers locked onto the turret’s long gun barrel.

The tank swung the barrel wildly back and forth, trying to break the Autobot’s hold, but Ironhide kept a firm grip as he dug his feet into the ground. The tank’s engine whined and groaned as it slowed to a stop.

“Gotcha!” Ironhide yelled.

Small hatches popped open across the tank’s hull, exposing several machine guns. The guns fired, spraying bullets at Ironhide’s metal body. Ironhide yelled as warnings poured in from his electronic nerves, but then he shut down the warnings because he knew his upper body was fairly well protected, at least for a short time. Bullets continued to bounce off him as he held tightly to the turret’s barrel with his right hand. He pushed the barrel as hard as he could, producing a loud groan of stressed metal as he bent it upward.

The tank shuddered. Ironhide kept his grip on the ruined turret as the tank shifted its form so it was once again resting on both treads. Ironhide let go, landing in the gravel to crouch on one knee beside the tank. The tank’s turret spun around, but the end of its bent barrel now pointed uselessly at the sky.

Ironhide checked his systems. The machine-gun fire had cut into his upper left arm, but the damage was minor. As Ironhide rose to his feet, determined to finish the fight, the tank suddenly backed away from him.

“Yer going down,” Ironhide growled as he extended his right arm. But then he saw two more hatches open in the tank’s upper surface. Out popped a copper-colored dish and a gleaming silver tube. The dish suddenly glowed red, and Ironhide’s sensors became instantly overwhelmed by electronic noise. Static simultaneously clouded his vision and screeched through his auditory circuits, overloading them.

Still extending his right arm, Ironhide struggled to focus as he stepped forward and launched a missile. The missile went wide to the right, smashing into car parts and sending them tumbling across the junkyard. As he groped for the tank, he did not see that its silver tube, a directed-energy weapon, had stopped moving, or that it was pointed straight at him. Nor did he hear the humming noise as the weapon activated, but he did feel the intense heat that shot up through his right arm and shoulder, causing his sensors to scream in protest.

“First missiles and machine guns,” Ironhide snarled, “and now electronic countermeasures and microwaves? You’re full of surprises!” Still blinded, he sprang forward and grabbed the tank. He shoved it with all his might into the nearest pile of junk, half burying it in the scorched wreckage of a utility truck and dislodging the crushed vehicles stacked above the truck. As the tank struggled to free itself from the avalanche, Ironhide shook his head again, shaking off the effects of the tank’s electronic weapons. His vision cleared, and he launched one giant foot at the tank’s hull to stomp on the copper dish. The dish shattered, and the shrieking in Ironhide’s ears stopped.

Ironhide grabbed the tank’s microwave cannon and mashed it into scrap. He seized the twisted turret, holding the tank still as he aimed his missile launcher at the seam where the turret joined the hull. A series of beeps and a data readout confirmed he had missile lock—not that he needed any confirmation to hit a target that was only two feet away. He was about to fire a missile when spotlights flared to life on all sides of the junkyard.

“End test!” a man’s voice boomed and echoed over the junkyard. “End test!”

Ironhide recognized the voice. “Nothin’ doin’, General,” he said. “I’m in a mood to remodel, and this tank will look a lot better with a big smoking hole in it.”

“Ironhide,” said another voice. This one was deep and not even slightly human, and it had a tone that betrayed that the speaker was used to others following his orders. “The exercise is complete. Stand down.”

Ironhide knew that Optimus Prime wasn’t joking. But as he lowered his arm and stepped away from the wrecked tank, he said, “Aw, c’mon, boss. Can’t a guy have a little fun?”
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